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Foreword 


This is a terrible book. I could not get it published. I received something like ten rejection 
slips. My goal was to see whether it was worthy to be published, and the rejection slips 
proved two things: it’s not worth publishing, and I seem to suffer from severe Dunning- 
Kruger. Hopefully my next book is far better. I’ve learnt plenty from writing this monstrosity. 
Multiple sincere apologies if you decide to start reading this piece of junk and you suffer 


from completism. 


April 5, 2022 


The lookout tower 


| he bullet zips into the wall where it lodges like a bug hit by a truck. The target doesn’t 


duck, cover, or turn to look at the splotched brass. The target simply keeps standing, the 
wind tugging at its ragged body like a flag that was hoisted and left to decay in the sun. 


The target’s glassy eyes stare from hollowed sockets at whatever is right in front of it, 
wherever it happens to be. Its skin has the look of a wall that was painted by a drunkard using 
a wire brush. From its gaping mouth dangles a stringy white worm, but it couldn't be 
bothered to remove it. It couldn’t be bothered to do anything. Except eat. Or, more 


accurately, consume. 


Then it flings back what’s left of its head, striking the wall next to where the lodged bullet 
sits, and tumbles to the ground where it twitches a few times before it goes still. Above the 
figure, hanging above the door of the entrance to a shop on the lower level of a double-storey 


building, hangs a faded sign for Factory Direct Beds promising a good night’s rest. 


It’s early evening, and the wind the town is accustomed to during the scorching summer 


months is starting to show signs of retiring. 


He yanks back the .308’s bolt handle, and the rifle spits out an empty case which lands with a 


ping on the wooden floor near William’s feet. 


“You've lost your touch, Matthew,’ says William as he lowers the pair of binoculars from his 


eyes. 


“Shut the f—” 


He stops himself; she wouldn’t approve of his rancid language. 


“Shut up,” he replies. Not that it matters. She’s not coming back. Ever. That much is clear. 


He strains up from his crouched position and drops the rifle butt onto his shaggy shoe, 
gazing at the muzzle. From that small dark hole, he could easily find relief. He’s seen it 
before. Many times after the outbreak. The bodies of men and women who couldn't face 


reality and placed a rifle strategically then pulled the trigger. 


At first, he was mortified to come across those bodies, but later Matthew and his friends 
became callous, even making jokes about the bloody scenes. It helped them cope with the 


omnipresent madness. 


He shakes his head to try and fling off the fresh wave of hangover. He places the rifle onto a 
table and fishes a packet of Camels from his pocket (For digestion’s sake - smoke Camels), his 
bright blue eyes scanning the area around the compound. He brushes dirty yellow locks from 
his face and tucks them behind his ear, snorts, puts the cigarette between his lips, lights it, 
and takes a deep drag. He scratches at the stubble on his face and closes his eyes when he 


exhales. 


As the last of the smoke exits his mouth, his body doubles over with a convulsion. He flings 
his upper body over the top of the lookout post, retches, and watches as a strange mixture of 
rum and bully beef hits the ground six metres below, the splatter reminding him of those 


scenes they came across when they found suicides. 


The drop looks inviting. He could leap over the edge now and make another Jackson Pollock- 


like splat next to the bully beef. She wouldn’t mourn his death. Nobody would. In fact, he 


might do the compound a favour by disappearing. 


No. He wouldn't. Salvation. It must come. Wait. Wait on the Lord. Take My yoke upon thee, 
for it is light. But the yoke isn’t light. Matthew finds it burdensome. Tedious. Offered by a 


malevolent tyrant masquerading as a benevolent saviour. 


He wipes his mouth with the back of his forearm, then wipes his arm on his jacket. Hygiene 


tends to take a backseat to pain. 


“You need to clean up, Matthew,” spews William, his face twisted in disgust. “You're out of 


control. You need to get your head straight.” 


Matthew straightens up and lunges at William with his left arm, his pent-up anger boosted by 
throbbing temples. 

William ducks to the side and leaps behind Matthew from where he throws an arm 
around Matthew’s neck. Matthew flails, but William systematically increases the pressure, 
squeezing what’s left of Matthew’s will to fight into submission. Matthew finally goes limp. 
Something escapes his mouth. It sounds like a grunt, and it’s enough of an apology for 
William to let go. 

Matthew slumps down onto his buttocks and lets his head fall forward where it dangles 
between her face and a bottle of rum. He couldn't tell her. She’d never have forgiven him. Yet 
he longed to confide in her. Still does. The one person he most wanted to share his bitter 
secret with he'd lose if he told her. And then the irony: she was ripped from him because of 
the secret. Now all he has are memories of her smile and her eyes. Living memories because 
she’s here in the same compound and he sees her every day. 

He has to watch as she laughs at William’s jokes; how she sits with Andrew some meal 
times; how she encourages Michael when they’re in the swimming pool; how she looks the 
other way when she sees Matthew, as if he’s not there; as if he’d strategically placed a rifle and 
pulled the trigger. 

That’s when the rum comes to his rescue. He can trace the bottle of rum with his finger. It 
smiles at him; the golden brown liquid inside brings the same comfort that gazing at her 
golden brown hair had brought him. At least, that’s what he tells himself. Matthew runs his 


fingers through his long dirty blond hair, then pushes himself up from the wooden deck, his 


head still bowed down. 

It’s her birthday today. All the more reason to celebrate with a bottle of rum. Without her. 
At home where he can recall all the good things and banish the bad. Until sleep enfolds him 
with nightmares of her face turning into a zombie snapping hungrily at him. 

He snorts again and turns to William who’s scanning the area with his binoculars again. 
William, with his tanned body, long dark curly hair, chiselled jawline, piercing blue eyes, and 
sharp nose. A perfect replacement for Matthew if ever he saw one. 

“Gonna take a piss,’ Matthew mumbles. 

William doesn’t bother to look at Matthew but bites back, “Brush your teeth while you're 
at it. Take a shower too. You smell like a dank wetsuit.” 

Matthew boils with anger, but he’s in no mood for more humiliation. He snivels, wipes a 


finger across his nose, turns around, and descends the ladder. 


The walk home 


Once he reaches the ground, he scans the compound before he starts moving, just to be sure 
she’s not around. He longs to catch a glimpse of her, but he hates seeing her. It’s an irrational 
fear and an irrational desire since there’s no reason for her to be near the lookout tower. But 
he can’t think straight—hasn’t been able to since she threw the ring at him—every thought 
straining under the weight of wanting to catch a glimpse of her, but not. 

He starts ambling from the lookout tower, head low, hands limply dangling, tramping the 
route that leads him between the two tennis courts next to the lookout tower, around the 
outer edge of the compound, safe from spotting her and safe from being spotted by 
compound residents. 

This leads him away from the busy belly of the compound where the meeting hall and 
swimming pool area play host to residents wanting to relax and socialise. 

Singing erupts from the meeting hall. Happy birthday. Of course, that’s where she is. He’s 
safe from seeing her. They’re having a birthday party for her. She'll be surrounded by her 
friends and men lusting for her. 

It’s a day of joy for most of the compound residents. Ironically, the meeting hall is not 
always the place for celebration. Just last week it was the location of great sorrow. 

Tilly’s sobbing could be heard at the farthest corner of the compound. The death of her 
son Jerry had brought the old mother incalculable grief. Jerry was part of one of the security 


teams, and it was their turn for night duty last week. Night duty occasionally included 


leaving the compound and walking the outside perimeter. With hardly any attacks in the last 
few months, security team members got lax. When a zombie attacked Jerry, his team 
members dealt with the threat immediately. The problem was that once the zombie bit Jerry, 
they had two threats to deal with. 

Most people understand that though the cause of death may be reported as zombie bites, 
in many of these cases, the actual cause is usually head trauma caused by a sharp object. And 
the head trauma is usually delivered by good friends, family, or lovers. Such was the case with 
Jerry too. 

This, more than anything else, was the major cause of depression in a post-apocalyptic 
world. One moment it was your best friend, confidant, and lover; the next, it was hellbent on 
eating your head. 

Many people simply could not handle the cognitive dissonance and thought they'd be 
able to reason their way into the heads of what was, in their opinion, a fine human being a 
few moments ago. This mistaken trust led to more death and destruction. Those who could 
keep it together did what was necessary to survive; those who couldn't turned into threats 
themselves. 

Sentiment caused the outbreak to perpetuate much quicker than it would have had 
people been able to switch off their emotions. It was generally understood that those who 
joined the compound were either military-trained, afraid of their own shadow, or narcissistic 
with a sociopathic bent. Or just plain lucky. It was the best of the best or the worst of the 
worst. The middle class was finally chiselled down to a minimum. Had South Africa’s 
communist government still existed, they'd have created a national day of celebration. 
Probably handed out T-shirts with their logo on too and taken the worldwide outbreak as a 
monumental success created by their struggle for righteousness. 

With the outbreak, man did what could be expected of him. Where formerly love and lust 
ran rampant, he pivoted dangerously to the other side. People started fearing commitment. 
Those who were in some sort of relationship, romantic or platonic, started detaching 
themselves from their loved ones for fear of having to face the ordeal of killing them if they 
turned. This soon proved a disastrous tactic though since strength was found in sticking 
together. And so man pivoted again, but not before paying a great price. 

No longer was the battle only outward. The battle ripped through the doors of the heart 
and lodged in the inner sanctum of man, raging against itself. People were forced to self- 


judge whether they were sufficiently invested in their friends and family. They had to unlearn 


the sceptical sideways glance—the suspicious eye looking over their shoulder at all hours of 
the day even inside the safety of the compound. Jack, the leader of the compound, had made 
it a priority to engender camaraderie among the compound inhabitants. Members did 
everything together as often as possible. It worked, and it wasn’t long before the compound 
felt more like a kibbutz than a prison camp. 

Matthew showed up at Jerry’s memorial, but his presence, underpinned by the stench of 
rum emanating from him like the smell from a malfunctioning sewage plant, chased people 
away from him. He was no longer taking care of himself; didn’t care what he looked like or 
what people thought of him. When he glanced across the room to spot his former love, the 
shock in her face at seeing what he’d turned into was neon bright. When their eyes met, she 
looked away and strode to the kitchen where she started busying herself with washing up. 
That’s when Matthew finally realised he’d need to work harder at keeping a low profile. It’s 
not hard though. His banishment is made bearable with the freedom he finds in that captain 
of hardwood: rum. 

He trudges on past houses, some of them empty, the residents enjoying birthday cake no 
doubt; some with old folks sitting on porches staring at nothing in particular. The one thing 
Matthew finds comforting is dealing with the elderly. They simply don’t care about him 
being in the void he jumped into. Seems they feel sorry for him. He’s not sure if it’s dementia 
or whether they’re so trodden down by life that nothing surprises or disgusts them, but he 
never sees judgement when he looks at them. Perhaps they have so many secrets locked away 
that they won't make a noise for fear of drawing attention away from the scapegoat. This one 
must bear the wrath for the many. Let him carry the burden alone. 

When he reaches the portion where Jack’s house is, he doubles his speed to pass as 
quickly as possible. He doesn’t know why. Jack is at the meeting hall enjoying his daughter’s 
birthday no doubt. But habit forces Matthew to walk faster as if Jack’s home is cursed, 
surrounded by bad juju. Jack’s office is situated at the front of the house, looking out over his 
porch and some of the compound. Jack often stands by the window, just peering into “my 
town,” as he likes to call it. Matthew doesn’t look at Jack’s house, his head drooping and bent 
slightly in the other direction, Jack’s omnipresent eyes piercing Matthew’s heart with flames 
of indifference. It’s in that office, after all, where Jack dealt Matthew the death blow—the 
words that started him on his journey into a downward spiral. 

Matthew finally reaches the last row of houses right against the top border of the 


compound. Beyond the fence against which Matthew’s house is built sits a green strip, an 


empty field with short naturally growing grass and trees dotted here and there. 

The precast wall is high enough to keep out most intruders, but when the first 
inhabitants, Matthew included, arrived and turned the holiday resort into a security 
compound, they made it a priority to secure the perimeter with razor wire, of which they 
found more than enough at the DIY Depot hardware store around the corner from the 
compound. This helps people sleep a little better at night. 

Not Matthew though. His demon—a chipper fellow by the name of Tony Chopra with 
bright eyes, wheatish skin, a chiselled jaw, a killer smile and a sickeningly positive outlook— 
doesn’t need to scale a wall. He’s in Matthew’s head, sometimes seated in a comfort chair on a 
70s style talk show stage, sometimes standing on that same stage, a card in hand, always 
wearing a tux with a bow tie, always ready with an encouraging word. Matthew is the dumb 
contestant, the one who falls out in the first round, the one who gets all the questions wrong, 
and the weakest link. 

Hangovers have become as much a part of Matthew’s life as prayer is to a nun, and 
although he despises waking with hammers in his head and an auger in his stomach, he 
prefers it to a sober life with an incessant self-help talk show host guru with a patronising air, 
trying to medicate Matthew’s mind with positive aphorisms and self-help wisdom. 

Tony’s optimistic American baritone voice with a slight Indian lilt—always claiming that 
Matthew has what it takes to be better and that he can once again become the hero of 
ordinary people—turns Matthew’s stomach. 

“Remember, healing is just a decision away. You have the power to be the best Matthew 
you can be.” 

His advice is always followed by canned cheering and applause, ringing in Matthew’s 
head like tinnitus, the only cure a good old few chugs of Ferreira Post rum. 

“Until next time, folks, stay tuned for more self-help advice from your motivational guru, 
Tony Chopra!” Wild applause always follows. 

Tony’s at it again tonight, egging Matthew on to “just change your thoughts and you'll 
change your world.” 

Plagiarised platitudes from a mental schism stuck in your head. The rum is calling. 

Matthew’s house is the fourth from the Goedehoop Street side. There’s no wall in front; 
there’s no garden gate offering some form of barrier. There used to be, but Matthew, in one 
of his far-flung drunken voyages at the helm of a bottle of rum, ripped all of it up and piled it 


into a corner in his backyard. Without his conscious knowledge, of course. Rum seems to be 


effective at making you do stuff you'll never remember. 

Misery has the freedom to come and go in Matthew’s life, his home, and his mind at any 
time it wants. But lately, misery has decided that the trek between wherever it used to live 
and Matthew’s home was too arduous, so it moved in with Matthew and is now the 
preeminent resident of the house. Matthew is an AirBNB guest at best. 

Of the hundred and thirty homes in the compound, his is one of the smallest, but having 
no ambition other than to make it through another day with as little feeling as possible, 
Matthew finds it more than ample for storing rum and sorrow. And Tony Chopra. And 
misery. The Big Five. 

Matthew used to live in a house closer to the bottom of the compound, a three-bedroom 
brick construction with a lovely yard with green grass and succulents. It was the envy of 
many compound dwellers. Jack had wanted to give his future son-in-law a good start in life, 
and none of the compound members dared challenge Jack about his slight nepotism. But 
when the breakup occurred—when it was foisted upon Matthew—Jack requested Matthew 
move to the small unit at the back of the compound. It was like moving a piece of furniture 
that nobody wanted but everyone felt sentimental about to the attic. 


Might use it someday. 


One drink 


Matthew’s house, a light beige fibreboard construction, is covered in patches of different 
shades of green with lichen gradually taking over. The dark brown front door is peeling, 
exposing cheap light pine. A hole gapes where the outside handle used to be. He took over the 
house from an old recluse who had miraculously managed to survive the outbreak, but when 
faced with forming life in a compound with others, he couldn’t handle the pressure and hung 
himself. 

Matthew punches at the door kept in place by a water swell, and it jerks open. Nobody 
locks their doors in the compound. Theft was swiftly dealt with at the beginning, and the 
punishment was so severe that no one dared repeat the offence. He steps into the house, 
turns, and pushes the door, which jams into its frame. 

On a dressing room table in the living room, a photo frame is flipped face down, and next 
to it lies a simple golden ring with a beautiful single diamond. Even though the photo is face- 
down, he doesn’t need to see it to remind him of what he’s pissed away. Her face is indelibly 


etched into his eyeballs. 


Get rid of the ring, Matt. Sell it. 

Sell it? To whom? Moron. Who’d want to buy it? And what will they give for it? Rum? Are 
you really this stupid? 

Tony, missing out on the self-talk, pushes himself out of his chair, adding, “It is only when 
we take chances that our lives improve. The initial and most difficult risk we need to take is 
to become honest.’ 

Followed again by exasperating cheers from an audience drooling over their Amerindian 
host. 

It’s a hollow reminder of the delicate precious finger it once fit onto. He hates it. And the 
photo. But he cannot rid himself of them. They’re fodder for when he enters his state of 
drunken stupor. Part of a nightly ritual of flagellation. They help him cope with being a 
murderer. They’re the last vestiges of normality in a life thrown overboard, drowning amidst 
a school of sharks. But only when he’s drunk. Sobriety brings with it the bitter reality that 
drowning amidst a school of sharks might be the better option. 

“Sell the ring. And throw away the picture,” he scolds himself aloud. He drops his head 
and smirks, realising that he performs the ritual of looking at the shrine and then arguing 
with himself every time he sets foot inside his house. 

His religious rite performed, he slogs towards the bathroom, stepping over dirty clothes, 
dirty dishes, and empty bottles. The stench hasn't bothered him for weeks. A few streaks of 
red marks smeared on one of the walls still have Matthew wondering what happened. 

In the bathroom, he seats himself on the toilet, unlaces his boots, and flicks them off. 
Then he pulls off his socks, which he’d not washed in a week, and drops them on the floor on 
top of a T-shirt that once had a Billabong logo printed on the front, proudly shouting the 
humility of surfing. He pulls off his shirt and drops it beside the toilet. Then he runs his 
fingers across his stomach, a poor simulation of her long nails gently finding their way 
around his chest and abdomen. 

He leans back, with his head on top of the toilet tank, his mouth agape, his eyes staring at 
the dark green spots on the ceiling, his hands dropped to his side. 

Tired. 

That’s what he once thought he was. But this is not weariness. This is defeat. Humiliation. 
He is conquered and vanquished by an enemy that throbs inside him. 

He needs a shot of rum. Just one. Then he'll clean up. Just to pacify William. 


He gets up and takes a step towards the washbasin. He bends down and flicks open one 


door. Then he gets down on his knees and reaches inside where a small bottle hides behind 
an empty shampoo bottle. 

He can’t be too long, or William will run to Jack again. Matthew is in no mood to be 
called in by the compound leader, firstly because Jack knows the truth and secondly because 
Jack is her father. The bitterness of Jack’s demand sits too shallow in his memory to not 
despise Jack. 

He removes the empty shampoo bottle and grabs the bottle of rum, holding it firm in his 
right hand. He drinks in the Ferreira Post logo. It’s an ugly logo, which makes the contents of 
the bottle all the more lovely. It truly is a beautiful rum, thinks Matthew. Utter perfection. 

He carefully removes the cork, the dull ping sound followed by a sweet aroma that 
massages Matthew’s nostrils. The olfactory overload transports him, and he closes his eyes. A 
slight smile sneaks into the right side of his mouth. 

He brings the bottle to his lips and flings his head back, careful not to overdo the action 
so as not to waste the liquid the way he wasted his love for her. 

The sweet liquid burns his mouth and throat. He gulps down the first sip and lets out a 
satisfied sigh. 

“Let them drink and forget their poverty and remember their sorrow no more,’ he thinks 
to himself, and he throws back his head for another sip. This time, however, he doesn’t stop 
until he’s taken four deep gulps. 

When he moves the bottle from his lips, a little bit of rum spills onto his chest. He smears 
it with his index finger and places his finger in his mouth, sucking in the mother’s milk, not 
willing to let a single drop go to waste. 

The worries are starting to dissipate. This is his messiah, his saviour. The shimmering 
golden promise of a new tomorrow. 

He puts the bottle to his mouth and pitches his head back. He doesn’t stop swigging until 
the only thing that’s left is a dumb logo on a nicely shaped piece of glass. 

He drops his arms to his side, and the bottle falls to the floor. He’s not going back today. 
He'll be in hell with Jack tomorrow thanks to William, but he doesn’t care. 

His body knows the drill. Get up from your knees and move to the living room before the 
rum takes effect. He obeys. His movements start off fine, but by the time he reaches the couch 
in his living room, the first signs of drunkenness start to enfeeble his knees. 

He drops onto the soft cushion and plops his head onto the armrest closest to the 


dressing table, lifting his legs onto the couch. 


Tony Chopra is just starting to whisper into Matthew’s ears, but it’s too late for the 
optimistic bastard. The rum is coming, and strong is its advance. 

He stretches out his free hand, lifts the ring from the table, and rolls it between his thumb 
and index finger, turning it in the glow of the rum and squinting at the inscription on the 
inside. Might as well have been lorem ipsum. She won't wear it. Ever. He gently places the 
ring back on the table, plops his hand on the overturned picture, drags it closer to the edge of 
the table, puts a thumb underneath it, and flips it over to reveal the smile he had no need to 
see a picture of to remind him of. 

The face radiating joy at him starts blurring behind tears driven by the generous dose of 
rum he’d administered earlier. 

Then they’re on the beach, Matthew lying in the sand, his head resting on her lap as she 
runs her fingers through his golden locks, losing herself in his deep blue eyes. 

He traces her face with his finger, writing the lines of their lives in his thoughts. Her 
smile; her light brown eyes; her golden brown hair. Their children. But then her face turns 
into another’s, the one he killed, the ever-present stab wound seeping with pus and blood. He 
shakes his head to rid himself of her face. 

“Bella is no longer yours,” he moans aloud, his words drenched in rum drooling from his 
mouth. “Never was,” he slurs. 

Come to me, all who are weak and heavy-laden, and I shall give you rest. 

There is rest only in rum. 

Take my yoke upon thee. 

It’s too burdensome. It’s too much. I can’t bear it. He flails his free arm. 

He fades onto the beach, back into her arms, her fading smile comforting his drowning 


head. 


Sunday, 5 February, 1984 


The playground 


Si. tugs on one of the ropes of the tyre swing. The tan-skinned boy with the brown hair 


and dark blue eyes sitting on the tyre swing loses his grip at the violent motion, slips through 
the tyre, and lands with his butt on the hard soil. 

The sudden stop, no harder than bumping his backside against a wall, has the undesired 
effect of loosening his tear ducts. A wail protrudes from deep within his soul at the 
impertinence of the female upstart. He slides out from under the tyre, stands up facing the 
girl so she can get a good look at the damage, and rubs his bottom, his face red with 
humiliation, his mouth agape, sobs flowing like a river in flood. Locks from the brown nest 
on his head stray into his face. With the hand that’s not nursing the deadly injury, he wipes at 
his face, smearing snot into his fringe. 

The girl, wearing a pink dress and already feeling the burn of a wooden spoon, rushes to 
the boy, places a hand around his shoulder, and tries to pacify him. The boy puckers his 
mouth and plucks at the ribbon tied to the front of the girl’s dress. It comes right off. He 
flings it to the ground and stomps on it, an adversary defaming the enemy’s flag. 

The girl’s bright winter grey eyes grow thin. She pouts her lips, fury at the boy’s 
ungentlemanly behaviour bubbling into her hands. She throws her flat palm into his face. 
The war is won when the boy doubles up on his bawl and runs towards the church building, 
one hand on his bum and the other stroking a red cheek. 


Another boy, standing a few metres away, slowly walks over, his eyes frowning. He’s 


drowning in oversized brown shorts and a striped t-shirt that emphasises the workout his 
belly has been receiving from eating too much candy. His sharp blue eyes look the little 
blonde girl over. He bends down and picks up the ribbon before wiping it against his shirt 
and handing it to the girl without saying a word. He wipes black locks from his forehead, 
trying in vain to plaster them onto his head. 

The girl grabs the ribbon, then starts sobbing. The boy doesn’t say a word. He just stares 
at her, his heart working overtime at the beauty, filling his head with wonder. The girl places 
both her hands to her face, then turns and runs towards the church building. The boy stays 
behind, planted like a statue, his head turning, his eyes squinting into the sun, fixed on her. 

At the door leading out the back of the church stands a fat man, red hair slashed in waves 
across his head. His hands are resting on his hips, and his eyes are cropped in a frown. He’s 
staring at the scene before him, a wicked version of a Sunday school play. He frowns at the 
little boy who comes jetting towards the door, tears flowing down his cheeks. 

“Jack,” declares the man tersely when the boy nears him, a one-way ticket on a speed train 
to his mother. The single call has a double magical effect: it causes the boy to come to a 
screeching halt, and it shuts down the fountain of tears. He turns to the fat man, drops his 
head, and mutters, “Yes, sir.” 

“Look at me, Jack,’ commands the man, and he bends down, his arms tightly by his side, 
hands balled into fists. 

The man widens his eyes while simultaneously frowning. He won't let the opportunity 
pass by to scare the fear of God into this little miscreant. Jack raises his head slowly, his eyes 
widening at the sight of the fiery preacher now speaking directly to him. Him alone. 

The preacher doesn’t say a word; he just stares a hole through the boy with a frown that 
creases his temple into a mountain range. The two stand there gazing at each other, one the 
epitome of fear, the other the epitome of doom. Jack’s little heart can’t stand the sermon the 
man’s preaching without saying a word, and soon the tears flow again. He turns to go, but 
doesn’t run. His defeated little body dawdles away, the preacher’s eyes glued to him. 

When the little girl finally comes running, the fat man purses his lips and bends down. 
She runs into his arms, a haven of safety from the onslaught of the male patriarchy. He scoops 
her up and lets her tears flow into his shoulder. He walks around the corner of the building, 
goes down on one knee (with much effort), bends the girl over the other knee, and lets loose a 
flurry of quick slaps to her bottom. The sting causes the girl to gasp, her eyes peeling in 
shock. When the man is finished, he lifts the girl off his knee, helping her by the hand, and 


stands up, looking down at her, the frown still creasing his brow. 

He clears his throat, then launches into a sermon: “Mary, my little girl, I did that because I 
love you. I’ve warned you before about the perils of playing with boys. Do you remember 
what Jesus said? But whoso shall offend one of these little ones which believe in me, it were better for 
him that a millstone were hanged about his neck.” 

The red-headed man bends down, his voice taking on a soft edge. 

“Mary, do you want to be a stumbling block to one of these boys? Do you want these little 
sinners to fall into the hands of an angry God?” 

He puts his arm around the girl, and his hand comes to rest on her bottom, his eyes fixed 
on her face, his breathing deepening. He leans in, his lips close to her ear. 

“Is that what you want, my precious little girl? Do you want to have a millstone hung 
around your neck?” 

The girl pulls her head away, and her eyes grow big as she stares in terror at her father. 
She stifles more sobs, then drops her head and whispers, “No, daddy.” 

“That’s a good girl,” the man whispers. “I don’t want you playing with those filthy boys 
any more. Okay?” 

The girl glances up, then drops her head again, her eyes seeking solace in the ground 


beneath her feet. She manages a muffled, “Yes, daddy.” 


Friday, 3 February, 1995 


The proposal 


.M... I’ve loved you since the day you threw Jack off the tyre swing.” The words 


splatter from Abel’s mouth, ending with a nervous sigh of relief. 

She bursts into a giggle and puts a delicate hand to her mouth, just in case some of the ice 
cream tries to make it back out past her lips. 

“T didn’t throw him off. He fell,” she defends her historic victory, “and then he blamed me 
and ruined my dress! My dad was so cross with me. Do you remember? I received a terrible 
spanking. You saw it, didn’t you? It took me years to forgive Jack.” 

She bursts out laughing. The man sitting next to her looks at her and smiles, bewildered 
at her spontaneity. The up curve of her lips when she smiles or laughs makes his heart sink. It 
feels like his chest is constantly drowning in his belly when he’s in her presence, her perfect 
face etched into his mind so that even when he’s not with her, it remains in his sight. When 
she looks at him, her winter grey eyes glow with the brightness of a summer sun. 

His jet-black hair is slicked back in a side path, held in place by a gel seemingly made 
from quick set glue. His deep-set, serene blue eyes linger over a long nose that almost 
cascades into his thin lips. He doesn’t often laugh or smile, but when he does, it reveals a 
perfect set of white teeth. 

He twitches nervously, folds his arms, unfolds them, and places his hands beside him on 
the bench, unsure of what the next step is once you've told an angel you love her. He swings 
one leg over the other and looks away. The ocean is turning a dark hue, and the sun is almost 


down behind them. The steady wash of waves plays a soothing theme that does nothing to 


calm his nerves, and the darkness of night is broken by a crescent moon hanging bored from 
the sky, unimpressed by his confession. 

There’s not a sound on the boardwalk. In the wake of his words hangs a deathly silence 
he feared might follow. Then he feels the gentle touch of her fingers on his shoulder. He turns 
to see her faintly visible face smiling at him. She leans in slowly, and he meets her lips with 
his own. They kiss slowly, as if it would last longer that way. He places a hand behind her 
neck, afraid she might change her mind. Look into his soul and see something off. 

The taste of vanilla ice cream lingers in his mouth when she finally pulls away. The jelly 
in his legs adds to the flavour; a perfect dessert if ever he had one. 

He leans over, puts his lips close to her ear, and whispers, “Will you marry me?” 

She giggles softly and lifts her hand to her mouth, then leans forward and whispers in his 


ear, “I will, my Abel.” 


Saturday, 4 February, 1995 


Ano 


Asus not. You will break off contact with him immediately!” 


The big belly wobbles above two short, fat legs as Mary’s father paces the living room, his 
finger stabbing the air as he preaches to his daughter, who’s sitting on a couch, legs tightly 
together, eyes wide, her mouth slightly ajar. He’s not wearing his usual Sunday preaching suit 
—a tie strangling every word to make his message even more ominous—but the fervour is 
there. A frown creases two bulging eyes. A thick moustache rides atop a thin upper lip, and 
pink cheeks seem to glow red the closer the pastor preaches to hell. 

The hell-fire and brimstone preacher has always managed to put the fear of God into the 
hearts of anyone willing to submit, and this is especially true of his only child, who sees any 
word from her father as a revelation from God himself. 

He paces the room, arms on his side, walks over to where she’s sitting, lifts his hands, 
holding his palms up to her, and says in a pleading voice, “Mary, you're young and 
impressionable. I’m not surprised you fell for him, and I don’t expect you to understand that 
it’s wrong.’ 

“But daddy,’ she protests, dropping her head. “I love him, and he loves me.’ 

It’s Saturday morning. Mary’s supposed to meet Abel later, but at this rate, she'll be lucky 
to leave the house in the next ten years. She rubs her bare feet on the shaggy carpet, then pulls 
them up onto the couch, throwing her arms around them defensively. Most of the furniture 
in the lounge had been gifted to the pastoral family. Mary’s mom, whom Mary often thinks 


must feel like a piece of furniture in her own marriage, isn’t part of the conversation. Pastor 


Jim prefers to exorcise demons from his daughter alone. 

A low sideboard stoops under the weight of a Bible that looks like it was made for giants. 
It’s open on John 3. Jim waddles over to the sideboard, bends down, and places a hand on 
each side of the Bible, bowing his head, probably praying for his daughter’s soul. Then he 
comes erect, turns around, and strides over to where Mary is shifting uncomfortably on the 
couch, as if she’s a guest too polite to point out that she’s being bitten by bugs. 

Jim looks down on his daughter, not that it’s a far way down for him, and folds his arms. 
He’s won. He can see it. He can close with a soft edge. The demon had been expelled. The 
broken sinner needs comfort. 

His voice turns soft, but Mary, intimidated by what church members call the Jim stance, 
keeps her head drooped in submission. 

Jim lets out a deep breath, drops his arms, and eases himself onto the sofa next to his 
daughter, a sad smile forming in his eyes. He puts his arm around his daughter and gently 
strokes her shoulder. 

“Mary, my darling, his parents are the town drunkards. There’s no reason to believe that 
he will turn out differently. 

“My sweetheart, Daddy loves you. You know that, right? I know what’s best for my little 
girl. Tell me you know that. Trust me. I know men.” 

Cursed is the man who trusts in man. She thinks it, but she dares not say it out loud. 

Jim leans in and softly presses his lips to Mary’s temple, then whispers, “Tell Daddy you 
know.’ 

“I know, daddy, she whispers,” tears rolling down her cheeks. 

Jim whispers, “Good,” then pulls his face away and gets up from the couch, taking his 
infamous stance again. 

“You will tell Abel tomorrow that you'll no longer see him. You will, or I will. Your choice. 
Do you understand?” 


“Yes, daddy.” 


Sunday, 5 February, 1995 


The breakup 


J t’s just that—” 


Her voice trails off. She drops her head and wipes the wetness from her cheeks. 

Abel scans the churchyard. He doesn’t want people to see her crying, but there’s nobody 
on this side of the building. People are too occupied with having coffee and catching up with 
brothers and sisters. 

This is close to where she first cast a spell on him, all those years ago. The swing is still 
there. He remembers where he picked up her bow. He remembers how she looked like an 
angel, just as she still does, though he isn’t sure whether angels have the ability to betray 
people. 

Jesus said, Love thy neighbour. Certainly, angels would obey. Not this one, he thought. 
This one has turned her back on a man who loves her obsessively and worships the ground 
she floats across. Worshipped. 

“So, I guess this is goodbye then,” he says feebly, dropping his head in defeat before lifting 
it to display an anaemic smile. 

“I’m sorry, Abel,” she mumbles. 

Mary drops her head, the tears flowing freely, just like on the day he restored her angelic 
wings to her. 

Abel’s mind implodes. He searches for some scripture to comfort him. 

Come to me, all ye who are heavy laden, and I will give thee rest. 


There’s no rest. His heart sinks into his feet. This is Jim’s doing. He knows it. And when 


Jim decides something, Satan himself doesn’t oppose it. 

He never really liked the fiery, red-headed preacher. Something is off about the man. But 
then again, he knows Jim has no time for him either. Jim has a gift, though. He can sweep up a 
person like a flooding river sweeps away a leaf. 

Strangely, Jim’s teaching comes to mind. 

“Always go back to the Bible,’ Jim taught. “If you don’t memorise, you'll believe the lies.’ 

It’s a stupid little rhyme, but Jim seems to think it’s something special. The way Abel 
knows Jim, Jim probably thinks it’s worth the Golden Wreath of Struga Poetry prize. Not that 
Jim would know what that is. 

“It’s about my parents,” he says softly. Not a question. 

Mary doesn’t reply. 

He knows it is. Jim had once preached a sermon about drunkenness that would have 
shamed teetotallers. While he was preaching, he constantly glowered at Abel, as if Abel were 
sitting there with a pint of beer or nursing a whisky. 

He wants to say more, but his tongue has sunk into his feet, along with his heart. He 
wants to apologise for who they are. Wants to explain that he didn’t choose his parents. God 
gave them to him, even though he didn’t want them. It was God’s fault, he wants to scream at 
her. He wants to grab her by the shoulders and shake her. He wants to tell her that he’d never 
be like them; that every fibre of his body convulses at the mere thought of his mother and 
father. He curses the day his parents were born, the house they live in, curses the day he was 
born. His head spins with the dark flood of anger mingled with resentment. 

His heart screams at his life, but his lips are shut. He just nods, then turns around and 
walks away, a pale smile still fixed on his face. When he’s a few metres away, he hears his 
name called through sobs of sorrow, but he forces his body to keep moving forward. Only a 
fool bets on the wrong horse twice, his father often said while in one of his drunken stupors, 
flaunting this saying like a king who'd ousted a queen who'd betrayed him. It was after 
another fight between his parents that his father once again won by the power of his might 
and the cunning of a quick hand. It was like a horror movie on repeat. His parents would get 
drunk; they’d start having words; his mother bragging of her conquests (which Abel later 
learned were the feeble fantasies of a broken woman controlled by delusions of grandeur); 
fists would fly; his mom would cry; his dad would strut the house like a drunken rooster and 
repeat these silly quips he did not have the brain power to come up with himself and must 


have heard from Abel’s grandfather. Abel’s grandfather brought up memories of the only 


remnants of anything resembling a stable life. His parents had a good start—a peaceful start. 
But their lives soon deteriorated, spiralling out of control the day they discovered the 
numbing effect of that effective life-pain remover called whisky. 

Thank God they couldn’t have more children, he thinks. I’m the only one who had to deal 
with the particular flavour of hell they dished out. Thank God. God? Where is God in this, 
Abel? Where is their God when it comes to injustice? Would you not have given her your all? 
Would you not have treated her like a queen? 

When he gets to his car in the parking lot at the front of the church, one of the church 
security guards, Brad, greets him with his usual friendly demeanour. Abel ignores him, his 
smile now a frown, opens the door of his shabby old Toyota Corolla, slips the key into the 
ignition, cranks the motor to life, reverses, slams into first, and heads down the bumpy, 
tarred road, out the gate. He never returns to Jeffrey’s Bay Bible Church. 

Jim is standing in his office, overlooking the parking lot. He smiles when he sees Abel 
wandering listlessly to his car, gets in, and disappears out of his life. At first, he smiles when 
he sees the car spin off, but then his face drops. It’s a sad morning. His poor little girl will 


need comforting. 


Sunday, 2 April, 1995 


Pulpit death 


| he church is packed. Men in Sunday suits sit and wiggle at their ties while wives are 


sitting up, fanning their faces, glued to every word the pastor is spitting out in warning 
against the evils of sexual sin. 

The little red-headed man with the big belly, two chins, and a moustache the size of a 
wiener paces the platform, a mic in one hand, the pulpit only good for resting his King James 
Bible on. Now and then he steps towards the pulpit, lifts the black book, and wiggles it 
around, a witch doctor casting a spell on his people. Sweat pours down his face and into his 
neck. He uses the stifling heat to good effect to warn his people against the fires of Sheol. 

He’s nearing the end of his ritual. He can see it’s having the desired effect. His flock is 
eating out of his hand. He'll expect congratulations all around soon when everyone gathers in 
the foyer for coffee, tea, and biscuits. 

He rumbles towards the pulpit, lowering his voice and gearing down the intensity. He 
steps onto the podium behind the pulpit, made especially for him to reach the top of the 
pulpit. He places the Bible down slowly, respectfully, then rests his free hand next to it, the 
mic still clenched in the other hand. 

He glances around at the people mesmerised under his spell, then quotes in a low voice, 
“Make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof, brothers and sisters. For this is 
the will of God, even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from fornication.” 

At the last word, a wave of heat overwhelms the preacher’s body. He lurches forward, his 


head nearly hitting the pulpit. He spits incomprehensible words into the microphone, like a 


charismatic preacher getting a speaking-in-tongues fit. He ends his strange diatribe with, 
“For there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth,” the words forced through clenched teeth, 
foam seeping out of his mouth. 

He grits his teeth, the pain in his chest unbearable. The mic falls from his hand onto the 
pulpit with a loud thud. He falls forward again. This time, his head remains on the pulpit, and 
the crowd hears a moan exiting their pastor’s mouth. The foam trickles onto his King James 
Bible, running into Matthew 5, and those who are blessed because they have a pure heart. 

The sound man at the back of the church mutes the mic, unsure of where his pastor is 
heading with this message. He’s never seen Jim do this before. 

The preacher's legs give way, and he slides to his knees, disappearing behind the pulpit as 
if doing a bad magic trick. He doesn’t reappear. An awkward silence fills the room. Men and 
women look at each other, frowning at the strange finale Jim had chosen for this sermon. 

A deacon sitting in the front row slowly gets up and ascends the steps to the platform. He 
stops at the top landing, looks confusedly at the people, then pads to where Pastor Jim sits on 
his knees, his head resting against the pulpit, his eyes wide open. 

The deacon steps towards the preacher and whispers, “Jim, you okay?” 

There’s no response. Jim seems to be praying, eyes open, as if not wanting to be caught 
off guard by the Devil. 

The deacon bends down and places a hand on his pastor’s shoulder, shaking it a little. The 
body, kept up only by one of Jim’s chins, having caught on the edge of the pulpit, falls off the 
podium, onto its side, away from the deacon. The congregation gasps when they see Jim 
reappearing from behind the pulpit, his magic act complete. 

Other deacons rush onto the stage. One rips open Jim’s collar and places two fingers to 


his neck. There’s nothing. The shepherd has left his flock. 


Saturday, 8 April, 1995 


The memorial 


J ’m so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Finestone. Pastor Jim will be sorely missed.” 


The handsome young man with the square jaw, dark blue eyes, and neatly trimmed hair, 
combed in a side path, places an arm around the widow and drops his head—a moment of 
silence for the dearly departed. She says nothing; she just stands there, her hands woven 
together in front of her, staring off into the wall. Her face, the colour of old drapes, looks 
tired and worn. Her blue eyes, which at a younger age must have shimmered like the ocean, 
now have a dull tone, accentuated by a redness makeup can hardly suppress. 

“Thank you, Jack,’ she manages to reply sombrely. Jack thinks he detects a faint whisper 
of relief but shrugs off the idea. To him, it always looked like Jim and his wife were happy. A 
little on the serious side, but overall, content. 

He steps away, puts his hands on her upper arms, looks her in the eyes, and softly says, “If 
there’s anything I can do for you, you'll let me know, right?” 

She drops her head to the side, gives a wan smile, and nods. Jack nods back, a smile 
forming on his mouth, before he lets go of the woman in chains and sets off towards the table 
set up in the lounge, next to the side table with the oversized Bible. He picks up a paper plate 
and starts loading it with cherry tomatoes, cheese, and chicken wings. 

He scans the room. The people here are like family to him. Losing Jim was like losing 
their own father. He moves around the room, his eyes searching for Mary. He spots her 
sitting in a lawn chair in the corner of the garden, facing away from the people. He makes his 


way through the crowd of people, smiling and greeting those he hasn't greeted yet, onto the 


back porch. He grabs a cherry tomato and pops it into his mouth, his eyes fixed on Mary. 

“There you are,” he says, smiling, and pops another cherry tomato into his mouth, 
descending the steps onto the lush green lawn. 

Mary turns, surprised, and tries to smile. Her eyes are red, cheeks stained from makeup 
mingled with tears. She wipes at her face and sniffles, “Oh, hi, Jack. Sorry, I don’t feel up to 
mingling, so I came out here. This is my mom’s favourite spot in the garden.” 

Jack looks at the view of the wall and wonders how dreary Mrs. Finestone’s life must be if 
her favourite spot in the garden is a chair turned to the wall, a scant bloom of feeble flowers 
the only colour in that corner. 

Mary turns back to the wall, her eyes following the cracks along the concrete slabs. 

Jack ambles closer, popping another cherry tomato into his mouth. When he draws near, 
she sits forward and drops her head to her side, away from him. 

“T look terrible.” 

Jack smiles and retorts playfully, “I don’t think it’s possible for an angel to look terrible.” 

A smile crosses her lips, a giggle escaping her mouth, before she breaks down into tears, 
lifting her hands to her eyes to cover her shame. Jack steps closer, bends down, puts his plate 
of food on the grass, and places an arm on her shoulder. 

“It’s okay,’ he whispers. “It’s okay. Let it out.” 

She turns her body to him and leans into his shoulder, letting the tears soak his shirt. Jack 
presses her close and keeps whispering encouragement. She tries to say something, but he 
shushes her. The flood of tears keeps coming, and Jack rubs her shoulder. 

Mrs. Finestone, standing by the glass door leading out onto the porch, crosses her arms 
and gazes contentedly at what’s blooming in her garden—something she never experienced. 

She sighs, moves towards the table of food, and is intercepted by a tall man in his late 
sixties, a handsome open face smiling at her, his eyes tenderly drinking in her sorrow. He 
places his arms around her, and something awakens in the lady with the pale soul. Perhaps it’s 
not too late, she thinks, as she steps away from the man and offers him a cup of coffee, a smile 


she wasn’t aware she could muster, forming on her stale face. 


Thursday, 15 June, 1995 


The farm 


on Where the hell are you?” 


The shout echoes over the lush green open field next to the milking parlour. The 
morning light is still far off from the Tsitsikamma mountains, and the cows will be there in 
the next half an hour, yet the milking parlour is not ready. Stompie had forgotten to inform 
Abel yesterday that the generator needed diesel, and Eskom, South Africa’s notorious power 
supplier, had yet again pulled the plug on them. No time to waste. He’d need to head into 
Kareedouw to get diesel. 

He strides towards the beaten-up old Toyota Hilux bakkie, the early morning chill cutting 
into his bones, opens the door, jumps into the driver side, and slams the door. He cranks the 
engine, which sputters to life. He steps on the clutch and revs the engine to warm it up. When 
he’s happy with the consistent grinding sound of the diesel motor, he spins off. 

He’s not ten metres into his bumpy drive to Kareedouw when he spots something at the 
far end of the field. It’s Stompie, rambling over the field from his shack. 

When Stompie sees the Toyota moving, he starts running towards the bakkie, the 
farmhand’s head aching from the cheap beer he’d ingested too much of the previous evening. 
He reaches the bakkie and feigns tiredness, forming a frown, hoping Abel won't be too hard 
on him. Abel leans over from the driver’s side, flicks the door handle, and flings open the 
door. 

“Stompie, you bloody dumb bastard! You forgot the diesel! Get in! We're getting diesel! 
The cows are coming. Bloody hell, Stompie, what do you think old man Kobus will say if his 


cows miss milking? What if they end up getting mastitis?” 

“Sorry, boss,’ is all Stompie manages to utter, the change in South Africa’s political 
landscape, brought on by the victorious 1994 elections, not moving fast enough for his liking. 

He’d much rather be the one driving and calling the shots, and now he has to endure a 
berating from this merciless white monster; white scum whose ancestors washed in with a 
high tide and took over before Stompie was born. 

A stench assaults Abel’s nose, and he winds down his window. 

“Open your bloody window, Stompie! You smell like a shebeen! What the hell, man? It’s 
the middle of the week, and you're not only late; you arrive drunk too. I swear to God, I'll 
hang you by your neck if the cows don’t get milked this morning.” 

Abel floors the bakkie, and the rear wheels spin, sliding the vehicle across the gravel road, 
headlight beams jumping up and down the bumpy farm road. 

“If there’s trouble today, if the cows don't get milked, mark my words, you useless excuse 
for a human, it’s coming off your pay cheque,’ Abel murmurs through clenched teeth, “and if 
you show up drunk again,” he spews, “I'll have you and your family chased off the farm. Then 
let’s see if your bloody ANC government will help you.” 

Abel’s tirade continues under his breath, like a suppressed PW Botha speech, with 
Stompie meekly replying. Inside Stompie, a war is raging, but he keeps it in. Perhaps his 
children will run this farm one day, when the wrongs of the past are made right. 

Abel’s mind wanders to his new boss. The old man is a vindictive old bastard. He expects 
more from Abel than he’s willing to give. But his daughter is serious eye candy. Not the 
sharpest tool in the shed, but she’s at least something to look at. Hard-working, too. 

She'll take my mind off that other perfidious wench, he thinks. Can't believe the way she 
turned on me. Two days were all it took. Two days. Sounds like a Hollywood marriage. One 
moment they’re floating along on the love boat, and the next, it’s gone like the wind. 

When he saw Jim standing in his office smiling at him the day he left the church grounds, 
he knew that that fat, red-headed chipmunk was behind her words. But why did she cower 
under his pressure? If she had really loved him, she would have stood her ground. 

Maybe I should have put up more of a fight, he thinks, but quickly dispels the idea. 

Abel, you dodged a bullet. And when a man dodges a bullet, he preaches to himself: You 
shouldn’t put a gun in your mouth. You did the only sensible thing. 

Damn them to hell! She and her father, the self-righteous prig. I hope the sanctimonious 
bastard falls down dead while preaching. 


I’m done with that life. Christians are hypocritical idiots. Their religion is a plague; 
they’re a swarm of brainless locusts bent on devouring rationality. 

I'll do my own thing, away from her. Marry the old man’s daughter. Build something that 
will show that treacherous hussy what she’s missing out on. 

Just have to get the old man out of the way. He’s bound to be trouble later on if he’s not 
removed now. Don't be hasty, Abel. Wait. be patient. Sometimes the problem sorts itself out. 
Take his daughter. That’s a foot in the door. Make her pregnant. That’s two feet. Soon the old 


man will thank you for being such a fine son-in-law. 


Saturday, 20 July, 1996 


The proposal 


.N, Mary, you didn’t!” 


He raises his eyebrows, and his face widens with a smile, displaying perfect white teeth. 
His hair is, as always, perfectly combed and kept in place with Revlon Flex styling gel. Why it 
has Flex in the name, Jack doesn’t know. The stuff makes your hair as hard as steel. He’s 
hunched over the table, his arms resting on the table, his hands braided together. 

Mary laughs, scrunches up her eyes, and throws back her head. 

“T did,’ she replies gleefully. “I paid a price for it, but in the end I got what I wanted,” she 
says, self-satisfied. 

Jack looks at the winter grey eyes, the beautiful smile, the fine nose. His deep blue eyes flit 
across her face, a tourist with limited time, drinking in every bit of the scene as much as 
possible. Nina’s restaurant isn’t busy this time of year. No holiday makers. No Free Staters 
and Capetonians, people who seem to come from places where driving isn’t taught and road 
manners are left behind when they leave their provinces. No foreigners hogging parking 
spaces and eateries. Just a few locals enjoying the tail end of a weekend before the slow grind 
of Monday rolls around to swallow their lives. 

“Mary, I need to tell you something.” 

He clears his throat. 

“Ask you something, actually.” 

Jack drops his head, scanning his hands for the words. They’re well-groomed but not 


manicured. He’s a man, not a girl. 


“You can do this, Jack,” he eggs himself on. But why the nervous tension growing in his 
stomach? Was it the Eisbein? Must be that. Steel doesn’t unravel, even in the presence of 
beauty. 

Mary drops her head, a frown chasing the smile from her face. She grabs the straw in her 
milkshake with two delicate fingers and swishes it around in the thick peanut buttery 
sweetness. Matthew's milkshake. Her favourite. She has it every time they come to Nina’s. 
She takes her time on it. And every time she comes to Nina’s, the milkshake takes a little 
longer to finish. 

Jack, spotting the change in her demeanour, laughs and asks, “And now? Why so serious?” 

A smile edges into Mary’s face. She shrugs and replies coyly, “nothing,” before taking 
another sip of her milkshake. 

Jack clears his throat again, then stumbles over the first word, his usual confidence 
tripped up by the language he uses every day but can’t seem to get a grasp of at that moment. 

“I— Mary, I—” 

“Yes, Jack?” 

Mary smiles furtively, a smile that does nothing to break the tension billowing around 
them. Jack leans back against the faux leather backrest and swings his head left and right 
nervously, as if to make sure nobody’s watching. He stretches his arms, inhales deeply, then 
flops his arms onto the table and welds his hands together, again taking the casual I’m-in- 
control posture. He looks Mary squarely in the face. 

“Mary, I love you— 

“I need you. Like waves need sand to roll onto, I need you in my life.” 

He clears his throat again, satisfied at the product his muddled mind had produced and 
the hot mess his mouth had spat out onto the table in front of Mary. 

It had been more than a year since Abel was last seen at Bible Church. Jack had tried 
reaching out to his friend, but to no avail. It’s as though Abel had cut the cord on his church 
family and was falling deeper into a pit he wanted to explore right at the bottom. Two 
months after Abel left, Jim clocked out. Heart attack while preaching a fiery sermon against 
sexual sin. He was touring his way from the pit of hell, as usual, into the sweet arms of grace, 
in his mind not as wide as the mouth of hell, when his knees gave way and he dropped 
without getting to the punchline. 

The church, shocked at the short, fat man dropping dead mid-sermon, mourned the loss 


of their leader, but it struck Jack that Jim’s family didn’t seem too sad at the loss. Jim’s wife 


even looked relieved. Jack offered his condolences, but it seemed like the lady was content, 
hiding her joy behind clichés like, He’s with the Lord now. Not long after Jim’s passing, his 
widow found love in the arms of a tall, handsome, calm man who'd been a member of the 
church for many years, yet never got around to marrying any of the eligible older ladies. 

At that time, Jack had done the only sensible thing a young man his age could do when a 
beautiful young lady like Mary was in distress: be there for her. And so he was. It wasn’t long 
before she started sending signals of interest, and now they were once again sitting at Nina’s, 
as usual, enjoying Sunday evening milkshakes. Jack had finished his in record time. He 
wanted no barrier between him and Mary when he got to the question. 

Mary glances up, then back at her fascinating milkshake. Never had she been so keen on 
the workings of a straw inside liquid ice cream. Then she starts giggling. His profession of 
love was absolutely ridiculous, but the cutest thing she’s ever heard in her life. 

“What are you giggling about,’ asks Jack nervously, his confidence disappearing like a 
short straw in a tall glass of milkshake. 

“Nothing,” she says with a smile, before rushing out the words, “I love you too,” and 
putting the straw to her lips to enjoy the sweetness of the moment, the fingers of both hands 
delicately holding the straw, as if the plastic object will break if handled too roughly. 

Jack takes one of Mary’s hands in his, leans in, places his other hand under her chin, lifts 
her head, looks her straight in the eyes, and asks, “Will you marry me?” 

Her answer comes as no surprise. Jack had known the truth for a long time. Yet, relief still 
floods him. He’s happy this hurdle has been crossed. It took him a long time to get to this 
point. Jack is a handsome man, confident in his ability to provide for a wife, but Mary’s 
beauty has softened the knees of many strong men—men who'd strode into Jeffreys Bay Bible 
Church, their heads held high, as if the strongest wind couldn’t budge them. Until they saw 
Mary. Jim had a tough time keeping men away from his daughter and would have played the 
role of protector of his daughter’s virginity for the rest of his life had he not suddenly and 
awkwardly passed into the next life during a message Jack was sure Jim had crafted to warn 
men against even glancing at his daughter. 

A niggling feeling bites at the back of Mary’s mind. She’s wondering how Abel’s doing 
and what he’s doing. She’s not heard from him in over a year. If he’d asked her to marry him 
after her father passed away, would she have said yes? But more importantly, would she have 
stuck to her decision had she said yes? Jim was the only obstacle. If her dad had not been so 


adamant, she’d have married Abel, no doubt about it. 


Was marrying Jack simply her settling? What if Abel showed up again? No, Abel made it 
clear—not in words, but in the way he walked away—that he’d given up the fight right there 
and then. She’d have loved for him to stand his ground, to face up to Jim and make his claim, 
but Abel simply walked away. Jack was a much better choice. He’d have stood his ground. Yes, 
Jack is a good man. A stable man. Abel did the cowardly thing by turning his back on her. 


Jack would never turn his back on Mary. This was the absolute best choice she could make. 
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Saturday, 11 January, 1997 


On honeymoon 


QO, Jack, that was absolutely magical. It was everything I’d dreamed of as a little girl. 


And this place is beautiful. I’m so glad we decided on coming here.” 

She moves towards the window, overlooking the green grounds dotted with pine trees. 
Framed against the fading light seeping in through the large window of their stilted wooden 
bungalow, she’s the picture of an angel in her white dress. 

Pity the photographer isn’t here to take one last picture, thinks Jack. But then again, the 
photographer is the last person he wants to see now. He can’t keep his eyes off his bride, and 
he doesn’t want other eyes on her besides his. 

Jack smiles. He plunks down on the bed next to the complimentary box of chocolates and 
undoes the tie around his neck. He bends down and pulls at his shoelaces, then pulls at the 
facing to loosen the laces before yanking off the shoes and rubbing his feet. 

“Oh, shame, your feet hurting, my love?” 

“They're killing me, sweetheart. Should have walked in these shoes before the wedding, 
but I thought I’d brave the evening.” 

Mary moves closer, pouts her lips, and says, “Aw, my hero. Thank you for making it the 
best day of my life.” 

She bends down and kisses him on the head. He grabs her and lifts her from the floor, 
making her shriek with delight. He pulls her head close and presses his lips against hers. Her 
taste intoxicates him. 


She pulls away, frowning. 


“Everything seemed perfect. But do you think our guests had a good time? You think they 
enjoyed the food?” 

“Mary, everything was perfect. The food was delicious. It was exactly what I needed after 
not having eaten for three days straight.” 

Mary raises her eyebrows. “You didn’t eat for three days? Jack, why not?” 

“Nerves, my love.” 

Mary throws back her head and laughs. 

“My confident, macho Jack, unnerved? Never!” 

Jack gives a shy grin and shrugs his shoulders. 

“You'd have felt the same way if you were in my shoes, about to marry the most beautiful 
girl in the world.” 

Mary smiles and closes her eyes. 

“Well, I’m married to the world’s most handsome man.” 

He lets her go, pushes her back gently as if to get the whole picture of her embedded in 
his mind, and says, “You look ravishing in your dress, my love. Can’t wait to see how you look 
without it.” 

“Jack, purrs Mary as he pulls her in for another long kiss before picking her up again and 
laying her down on the bed. 

“I’m glad to hear it was the best day of your life,” he whispers, “but now I’m going to give 
you the best night of your life. Well, the first of many, I hope.” 


Mary’s expectation bubbles out in a giggle. She can’t wait. 


11 


Monday, 5 April, 1999 


New life 


; : he’s—” 


Jack can’t find the words, his throat choking at the perfect picture in front of him. 

“She’s absolutely beautiful.’ 

Jack hovers over his wife, his eyes fixed on the tiny bundle in her arms. The little thing 
yawns, the tiny mouth gaping wide open, then smacking its little lips. Her eyes are closed. 
Two hands are curled up under the chin. The chubby cheeks glow pink. 

Jack leans in and softly kisses his wife on the head. 

“How're you feeling?” 

Mary turns her eyes to Jack, smiles, and whispers, “Exhausted.” 

Jack frowns and pouts his lips. 

“Aw, shame, sweetheart. It was a long road, but she’s finally here! Isn’t she beautiful? She’s 
almost as gorgeous as her mother,” he says, winking at his weary wife. 

Jack slowly reaches out a hand and gently strokes his newborn daughter’s head, afraid of 
breaking the fragile little thing. 

“What’s her name?” he asks. 

Memories flood Mary’s head. Faded screams; moaning beside her on the back-seat; her 
dad walking around outside the car, dazed and confused, like the dope addicts he used to 
warn his congregation about; her mother sitting in the front seat, quiet. 

The ambulance arrived quickly enough, but the injuries were just too severe. Her little 


sister made it to the hospital, but not beyond. Her memory lived on in Mary’s heart, though, 


and Mary would ensure she’d not be forgotten. 

“Her name is Bella.” 

Jack smiles. 

“Your sister.” 

He takes Mary’s hand and squeezes it. 

“It’s a beautiful name for the second-most beautiful girl in the world.” 
He bends over his wife and lands another kiss on her head. 

“T love you,” he whispers. 

Mary whispers back,’Like the waves need sand to roll onto?” 
Jack rolls his eyes, a smile edging his mouth. 

“I’m never going to live that down, am I?” 

Exhausted, Mary turns her head and closes her eyes, a smile on her lips. It’s the perfect 


life, she thinks. Thank you, Lord. Thank you for this bundle of joy. 
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Saturday, December 3, 2011 


Marital strain 


st it’s just that.” 


What, Mary?” spits Jack at his wife. “You're upset because I spend time with our 
daughter? So what if I love her? There are children out there who will never have the 
opportunity to experience the love Bella is receiving.” 

Mary goes quiet, her head dropping. She feels selfish about her request. 

The morning has been a flurry of chores: cleaning the house and grocery shopping. 

Calling Jack into their bedroom for a meeting was a mistake. She’d hoped for a calm 
discussion, not a near meltdown from a man who used to be reason itself. 

Wynand and Delila are coming around for dinner tonight. They make Mary nervous. 
Always. She doesn’t know why. Their pastoral couple is the picture of kindness. It’s just the 
first ten minutes or so, but now there’s this battle with Jack. She'll not be able to relax. The 
evening’s going to be a disaster. She can already see Delila telling Wynand in their car on 
their way back home from dinner that Mary needs counselling and that she’s a difficult wife 
who needs to learn to respect her husband. 

“I’m sorry, Jack. I’m thankful that you love our daughter. You're right, there are children 
who don’t experience the affection poured upon our daughter the way you do.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asks Jack, his usually calm demeanour challenged by the 
words of his wife. 

He keeps his voice down; doesn’t want Bella to hear them argue. But the anger is welling 


up. A dam wall can take only so much. 


“Jack, please. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m being sincere. I’m grateful that you're 
spending so much time with Bella. But I’d like to spend time with my husband too. Since you 
took the promotion, I’ve not seen you as much as Id like. We used to have regular date nights. 
When was the last time you took me for a milkshake? You take Bella out all the time.” 

“Tf that’s what you want, put on a dress. We're going out.” 

Jack’s voice is gruff. He’s a reluctant servant, doing the will of his master, not a lover, 
seeing to the needs of his wife. 

“No, Jack, it’s okay. I’m sorry I brought it up.” 

Jack pounces on the opportunity, self-righteous indignation flaring his mouth into action. 

“All I ask is a little respect, Mary. I work long and hard hours to provide you and Bella 
with a good life. Your mother could have only dreamed of the house you're living in, the car 
you're driving, the freedom you enjoy.” 

And like my mother, I long for the love I’m not getting. She doesn’t say it out loud, 
though, knowing it would drive her husband even further away. Instead, she replies meekly, 
‘I’m sorry, Jack. Please forgive me. I’m being selfish. I am really grateful for everything you do 
for us.” 

Jack sighs, walks towards the bed where his wife sits perched on the edge, sits next to her, 
and places his arm around her shoulder, gently rubbing it when he says, “Mary, I love you. 
You know that.” 

She smiles and leans into his shoulder. 

“T do. I know you love us.” 

“Not us. You. I love you.” 

“I know, Jack.” 

She puts on a smile and looks into his eyes, hoping he'll find reassurance in her attempt. 

A voice rings from the kitchen up the stairs: “Dad, you ready? We’re gonna be late!” 

“T have to go, sweetheart. I promised Bella I’d take her. She’s been looking forward to it all 
week.” 

“I know, Jack. Go. The child’s getting impatient.” 

Jack moves closer to his wife and whispers into her ear, “I'll make it up to you tonight.” 

She turns her head to face him and pecks a kiss on his lips. She doesn’t feel up to it, and 
she knows dinner will leave her exhausted, but she'll do her best to help Jack enjoy it. 
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Monday, 26 March, 2012 


Bacon pancakes 


L... is the river that flows through, and love never fails you, whispers Brandon Heath from 
the speakers of the BMW X6. 


Mary eases the vehicle down to 110. There’s no need to rush home. The weekend’s glow 
still fills her heart. It was a glorious conference. The speakers had swept up her heart into 
what can only be described as heaven on earth. Her stay at the van Stormbroek family, the 
pastoral couple of Plett Evangelical, was, as always, a wonderful break. 

But the dream weekend has come to an end, and reality, with its cruel hand, is yanking 
her back to Jeffrey’s Bay. 

She reaches the turnoff to Kareedouw and decides to take it. There’s an old friend she'd 
like to see. It'll lift her already sinking spirits. 

The car glides up the road that leads between two mountains to the Langkloof. At the top, 
Mary eases her foot off the pedal, slowing down to enjoy the descent of the road that leads, 
with two gentle curves, into the stop street that connects with the R62 on the edge of 
Kareedouw. 

When she reaches the stop street, she looks left, then right, then accelerates into a right 
turn into Kareedouw. To her right, she sees what used to be Rensilfier Furniture, a premium 
furniture maker whose owner used to be friends with her father. The factory has long since 
closed and is now being used as a retail store. She remembers visiting the previous owner at 
their cottage, Peter West, just up one of the streets in Kareedouw. She remembers the warmth 


of the home—the hospitality and friendliness of the couple who'd dote on visitors, stuffing 


them with food and sweets. Inge’s cooking abilities were legendary. 

She flicks on her left indicator, slows down, and turns off into the parking lot of the 
Sweaty Dutchman restaurant, a Langkloof staple known for their breakfasts and carrot cake. 
It’s one of Mary’s favourite spots. Jack used to bring her here at least once a month, the drive 
from Jeffreys Bay a time of laughter and joy, culminating in a good meal, a sated drive back to 
their town, and later in the evening, who knew? 

When Bella arrived, the drives out to Kareedouw continued, with their little baby adding 
even more joy to the occasion. As Bella grew, however, Jack devoted more of his time to their 
daughter, even bringing Bella through without Mary, their breakfasts—no doubt finished off 
with sweet carrot cake—leaving a sour taste in Mary’s mouth. 

She turns the key to switch off her car, takes a deep breath, and fights back tears. The 
owner of the Sweaty Dutchman, Hans, is a perceptive man. He can smell melancholy. He’s 
caught her out before, the first time she arrived at his restaurant alone. She was forced to 
make up a story about Jack not being able to join her and how his work had demanded 
overtime. Oh, and Bella was sick, so she couldn't join, so it would only be Mary, 
unfortunately. She knew Hans didn’t believe her, but she didn’t care. 

She composes herself, sighs deeply, and turns off the vehicle, then opens the door, steps 
out of the vehicle, and heads for the front door, where Hans is already waiting for her, a 
broad smile on his face. 

Hans’ smile is infectious. Mary lights up the moment she sees him, her heart picking up a 
little. The tall man with the thin legs and big belly bends down and stretches out his arms, a 
warmness radiating from him. She walks into his embrace. 

“Hello, my dear Mary,’ he bellows, following up his words with a deep laugh. 

The man is a barrel of love, and she never tires of seeing him. His thick black moustache 
ends in sharp points, carefully styled to make him look like the patron of an old-style Dutch 
restaurant. Which he is. It adds to the mystique of this little town, thinks Mary. Hans is a 
town treasure. 

“T’m well, Hans. How are you?” She replies, her chin resting on his wide shoulder. 

Hans’ wife, the love of his life and the only woman he had eyes for, had passed away a 
year earlier, and Mary knows the wound is still raw and, in Hans’ case, would remain so for 
the rest of his life. 

“Ah, Mary, all the better for seeing you.” 

He gently nudges her back, stands upright, and holds her by her shoulders, his deep blue 


eyes taking her in, his eyes scrunching up in a melancholy smile. 

“You look tired, Mary. Is everything okay?’ 

Hans has a way of knowing things. Mary feels like she’s in the presence of a higher power 
able to discern her every thought whenever she stops at the Sweaty Dutchman. In a way, it 
feels like she’s in the presence of a god with eyes that can pierce through her outer layer. But 
she doesn’t buckle under the pressure. She must keep a straight face. It’s a strange game. In 
one sense, she knows Hans knows that things are not good in her marriage, but he’s too much 
of a gentleman to pierce through the veneer she’s covered herself in. But just knowing he 
knows brings her comfort. Maybe that’s why she comes. 

She can’t share the lack of love she experiences with anyone at her church. No one would 
believe her. She’d be dismissed. Jack is, in many ways, a dream husband. Besides, she has no ill 
will towards her own husband. She loves him. It’s just that... 

But with Hans, it’s different. Hans knows, and Hans cares, and Hans reads the truth 
between her little white lies. But he doesn’t ask. He knows, and he accepts unconditionally, 
and that’s enough. 

“I’m well, Hans. I just got back from a women’s retreat in Plett. I’m tired. What a 
weekend! We had so much fun!” 

Hans smiles, his eyes narrowing. He lets go of Mary, puts his arm around her waist, and 
leads her into the restaurant. He knows she’s not well. She knows he knows, and it comforts 
her. 

“What will you have today? The usual?” 

“Hans, nothing comes close to your bacon pancakes. What else would I have?” 

Hans bellows another deep laugh, the ends of his moustache wiggling as he does, then 
shouts towards the kitchen, “One bacon pancake for this fine young lady! Make it two! And 
make it quick! She’s hungry!” 

Mary giggles at Hans’ ridiculous outburst and takes a seat at her favourite table. 

When she’s finished with her pancakes, followed by a helping of peppermint crisp 
dessert, she gets up, walks towards the counter, which Hans is standing behind, and 
rummages through her handbag for her wallet. 

Hans frowns, asking, “And was it up to your standards, Mrs. Rees?” 

“Hans, it was far above expectation; delightful,” she replies, her eyes rolling up with the 
last word. 


When she produces her wallet, Hans waves it away, scrunching up his mouth. 


“No, no, no. This one’s on me,” he says, and places a flat hand on his chest. 

“But Hans,” she begins to protest, before being interrupted by the big man. 

“Mary, it’s hard enough to get you here. I should be paying you!” 

Laughter breaks forth from the man like a gushing oil well, covering her in joy. It’s 
impossible to stay gloomy in his presence. Hans strides out from behind the counter and 
holds out his arm to Mary, who links up with him. The two walk out into the parking lot, 
where they embrace, before Mary gets into her BMW. As she reverses, Hans waves and blows 
a kiss, breaks out into laughter, and heads back into the restaurant. 

Brandon Heath continues purring from the speakers about love that doesn’t fail as she 
slowly heads out of Kareedouw, back the way she came, dutifully stopping at the stop streets 
supposed to stem the flow of traffic, something Kareedouw doesn’t experience too much of 
this time of the year. 

The BMW rolls smoothly up the mountain pass, back to the N2, but Mary crosses the N2, 
opting to take the far less travelled R102, Old Cape Road. 

You make beautiful things, murmurs Michael Gungor from the speakers, the BMW 
smoothly taking in the bumps of the narrow Old Cape Road. 

“Lord,” she whispers over Gungor’s melancholy chorus, “please help. I can’t do it alone. I 
can’t face the coldness alone. I know you want me to love him, but when will you tell him to 
love me? The way he used to.” 

God doesn’t answer. Only Gungor, who keeps repeating the claim, you make beautiful 
things out of the dust. 

She smiles a bitter smile at the lyrics and reaches out to turn off the CD player when the 
BMW starts sputtering. She steps on the fuel pedal, but the SUV’s engine emits a low moan, 
as if complaining about the pressure, and the vehicle slows down. 

Mary looks at the speed dial, steps on the petrol again, and wiggles the gear lever, hoping 
that by some miracle the car will respond to her fiddling. 

The vehicle slows down as she approaches a hill. She glances in the rearview mirror. The 
road is quiet, but she’s panicking. It’s not an old vehicle. Jack had insisted on buying it brand 
new. It’s never given trouble before. By the time she reaches the top of the hill, the SUV’s 
speed has dropped to a crawl. At the top of the hill, the BMW is barely moving. With the last 
of its life, she nudges it onto the side of the road. 

With her hands resting on the steering wheel, she sighs and drops her head, closing her 


eyes and whispering a prayer. “Lord, this too?” 


Get a grip, Mary, she says to herself, and reaches for her mobile phone. She flicks open 
the screen and presses the contacts button, where Jack’s face smiles at her from beside a star 
icon, their little girl standing beside him in the picture. 

She punches his face, and his number comes up. She presses the green button and puts 
the phone to her ear. The phone rings three times before a voice mutters a muted “hi” 

“Jack? I have a problem. The car broke down on the way back to Jeffreys Bay.” 

“Where are you?” Cold. Irritated at his wife. 

“I’m on the Old Cape Road.” 

“Mary,” sighs Jack, not hiding the exasperation from his voice, “why did you take the old 
road? I told you to stick to the N2, in case something like this happens.’ 

“I know, Jack. I’m sorry. I just felt like taking the old road. I’m sorry. I should have 
listened.” 

Jack sighs again. 

“I’m in a meeting. My boss is already frustrated at me for having taken the call.’ 

“When will you be back, Jack? I miss you.’ 

He ignores her question. 

“Tl phone Leon and ask him if he’s able to fetch you. He’s probably busy, what with all 
the breakdowns in Jeffreys Bay already.’ 

His tone seems accusatory, as if Mary chose to have the car break down and is 
responsible for the abysmal vehicles using Jeffreys Bay roads. 

“Let’s hope he’s able to help. There’s nothing else I can do from up here. I’m coming home 
in a few days. The boss insists I stay for another series of meetings.” 

Can't wait to see your daughter, no doubt, thinks Mary, but she bites her lip to keep from 
heaping wood on the fire. 

“Where are you, by the way? I mean, exactly,’ asks Jack. 

“Not far from Kareedouw. I think between the Eersteriver turn-off and Clarkson. 
Probably nearer Clarkson.” 

“Okay, I’ll ask Leon to head that way as soon as he can. I have to go. Speak soon.” 

“Okay, Jack. How’s Joburg?” 

She’s grasping desperately for some sort of connection, and immediately regrets asking 
such an inane question. 

Jack’s rebuff convinces her of its stupidity. 


“Can't talk now, sweetheart. Gotta go. Just wait in the car. Leon will probably be there in 


two hours or so. Just wait.” 
“Okay. Jack. Jack?” 
“Yes?” 
“T love you.” 
Jack can’t hide the irritation in his voice and curtly replies, “You too. Just wait there.” 
As if she’s able to go anywhere. 
The phone goes dead. 


Towed 


“I love you, Mary,’ he whispers, his lips a breath away from her ear. The words cascade 
through her mind, a rushing torrent sweeping away a forest of longing. 

He shifts his weight to inch closer and moves his right hand to the nape of her neck, 
gently running fingers across her flesh, his eyes trained on the side of her face. She inhales 
sharply, her eyes falling closed and goose flesh flaming across her skin, driven by a wind of 
passion. 

She places a hand on his knee and squeezes, battling back desire. Why should she? This 
feels right. This is what she’s been aching for. 

“T love you too,’ she whispers back, turning her head to him and longing for him to lean 
in and kiss her. Her breathing intensifies at the idea of his lips softly landing on her lips, her 
nose, her cheeks, her brow. Everywhere. 

“T love you, Mary,” he repeats, his lips remaining by her ear and his fingers still running 
along the nape of her neck. She moves her hand up his leg, repeating, “I love you too,’ leaning 
in, hoping to meet his lips. 

“I love you, Mary,’ he repeats, keeping his lips close to her ears. The gentle stroking on 
the back of her neck is replaced by a gripping motion, the distal phalanges of his middle 
finger and thumb on either side of her neck, resting at first, then slowly increasing pressure. 

“T love you too,” she replies with a tinge of worry, her hand moving across his chest and 
her fingers hungering after his flesh. 

“T love you, Mary,” he repeats, his grip tightening still. 

She winces. 

“You're hurting me,” she says softly, moving her head back, her eyes flashing open. She 
stares into his cold face, his eyes creased, his mouth twisted into a grimace. 


Her mind enters panic mode. She throws her hands over his arm and tries to yank down 


to break the grip that’s still tightening around her neck. 

“I love you, Mary,” he repeats, his cold arm immovable. “I love you.” His voice breaks into 
a girlish giggle. “I love you, Mary,’ he repeats, his voice tittering the words. 

Mary’s sight dims. She sees hands chopping down onto his antebrachium. She thinks it’s 
hers. Whoever is trying to break the hold is failing, each chopping motion carrying less 
power. Her mind starts fading, the “I love you’s” echoing through her head, layers of insane 
avowals fit for lovers in an insane asylum. 

Mary jumps in her seat, gasps for air, and grips her chest, her hands resting on the safety 
belt. She casts around her eyes rapidly, taking in her surroundings. 

“You're in your car, Mary,” she whispers, closing her eyes with relief. “It was only a dream. 
You're okay. You're stuck on the side of the road. You're fine.’ 

She places a hand on her chest, steadies her breathing, and checks her watch. It’s been an 
hour since the call with Jack. He’d sent her a message half an hour ago to check in, but Leon’s 
still not pitched up with his tow truck. She must have dozed off. 

Jack said it would take long, but her mind is starting to play tricks on her. She’s alone on a 
quiet road. What if some unsavoury character comes across her, sees her helpless situation, 
and decides to rape her? The stories about roadside rapes and murders near Jeffreys Bay run 
through her head, forcing fear to flow through her system. 

How could Jack be so cold? If this had happened in the first year they were married, Jack 
would have called all of his friends to ensure her rescue and taken a plane down to be home 
the moment she arrived. He would have told his boss off at the drop of a hat, the comfort of 
his wife far more important than hanging on to his job. 

She hears a faint murmur and glances in her rearview mirror. It’s an old tractor, the kind 
with a chimney for an exhaust, rumbling along the R102 at what can only be called farm 
speed. 

The old tractor, a Ford, with splashes of blue still visible between rust and grease, tugs 
past the BMW. When it passes the car, the driver pulls the tractor off the road, pulls at a lever, 
and toggles something. A short, thin, black man wearing a pair of brown work boots and blue 
overalls jumps off and strides to her side of the BMW, his oversized overall jacket flapping 
with the swinging of his arms. 

When he gets to her window, he wiggles his hand in the air, motioning for Mary to open 
her window. She glances in the rearview mirror, as if hoping someone will rescue her from 


this man. What if he turns out to be a rapist? There’s nothing. 


Don't be ridiculous, she scolds herself. Why would a man use a tractor to lure in 
unsuspecting victims? What kind of elaborate kidnapping ruse includes a tractor, obviously 
used for farm work? 

She takes a deep breath, smiles, and presses a button on her armrest. The electric window 
slides down an inch. 

“Hello,” she says, trying to keep her voice warm and even. 

“Hello, madam. Is everything okay?” 

Mary glances around again, trying to get her thoughts straightened out. Should she lie to 
this man? What would be the point? He seems harmless. Obviously, she’s not fine. What 
would a middle-aged woman be doing standing by the side of the road in the middle of 
nowhere? 

“Actually, my car broke down,” she confesses, before quickly adding, “my husband has 
arranged for someone to fetch me from Jeffreys Bay.” 

That should be sufficient warning if he tries something, she thinks. 

“Madam, this road is not safe. There are tsotsis roaming around these parts, looking for 
people to rob. You cannot wait here. Let me tow your car to my boss’ farm. You will be safe 
there. The tow truck can fetch you there. It will be much safer for you.’ 

The man speaks as if addressing a classroom of kids, and, satisfied at the effectiveness of 
his warning, in his mind, at least, he gives a wide smile, revealing gaps where two front teeth 
used to be. 

Mary, not sure about what Jack would think of this idea, weighs up the options. If it turns 
out this road isn’t safe and Leon takes longer than he should, she might be in trouble. But if 
she leaves here and Leon pitches up and there’s nothing to tow, Jack will be furious. Oh, to 
hell with Jack, she thinks. I’m a woman alone on this road, and this kind farmhand is willing 
to help. 

She'll just text Jack. She has Leon’s number too. She'll message him too. 

“What is your name?” she asks, as if knowing the man’s name makes it safer to deal with 
him. 

“My name is Stompie, madam.” 

“Hello, Stompie. Thanks so much for your kind offer. I think Ill take it.” 

Stompie nods and bows dramatically, the smile still creasing his cheeks, then jogs to the 
tractor, where he jumps on and toggles and pulls at something. He turns his head and 


reverses the tractor closer to the BMW. When he’s close enough, he reaches down beside him 


and picks up what looks like a long rope. He jumps off the tractor, bends down at the front of 
the BMW, secures the rope to the car, then takes the other end and flicks it onto the tractor’s 
tow hitch. 

He strides to Mary’s window, presses his hands together, and says, “Madam, keep your 
car in neutral. I'll be driving slowly, so don’t worry. The turn-off to the farm is only two 
kilometres on, to the left.” He sticks out his right arm in the direction he intends for them to 
go, like a flight attendant doing a pre-flight check. “When we get there, turn on your 
indicator.” 

“Thank you so much, Stompie,” she replies, then looks at the ignition, wiggles the gear 
lever, switches on the emergency lights, and glances in the rearview mirror once more, the 
captain of an aeroplane readying for takeoff. 

Stompie jogs to the tractor, gets on, looks back, and nods at Mary. He puts the tractor 
into gear and slowly moves forward, the tractor jerking once or twice, the rope tightening, 
before they’re on the road and smoothly heading for security two kilometres away. 

I have to let Jack know, she thinks to herself. Leon too, maybe. Or maybe Jack can 
message Leon directly. Thank you, Lord, for providing me with protection. Thank you for 


coming through. 


Old friends 


When Stompie reaches a turn-off with a lopsided sign that reads, De Jager Boerdery, he looks 
back at the BMW and points to the turn-off. Mary looks in the rearview mirror, switches off 
the BMW’s emergency lights, and flicks the left indicator on. 

The tractor turns onto a dirt road and bounces its way up a bumpy road lined with 
shoddy fences, trees dotted here and there, and lush green grass filling in the gaps. 

Stompie comes to a stop in a yard next to a rusty, cream-coloured Toyota bakkie that 
looks like it’s used for herding cattle, with bumps and nicks all over, the right-hand side 
mirror missing, and a crack in the windscreen threatening to make the whole thing implode. 

Stompie jumps off the tractor, jogs to the front of the car, unhooks the tow rope, then 
jogs to the driver door, smiles, and says in broken English, “You have arrived at your 
destination, ma’am,” before grinning a gapped smile. 

Mary presses the button to roll down the window, then realises she should probably get 
out. She fiddles with the door handle and pops open the door before slowly stepping out onto 
the dry ground, taking in the slightly forlorn farmyard. 


“The boss is inside, ma'am,” says Stompie, “just knock on the door. I can’t stay. I have to 
get the tractor parked and check on the cows.” 

Stompie jumps back onto the tractor, stashes the tow rope, jams the tractor into gear, 
turns to wave at Mary, and disappears behind the house, a thin trail of smoke left behind by 
the tractor’s chimney exhaust. 

In front of her sits a large, dilapidated house, with wonky gutters hanging lopsided from 
the roof and cream-coloured paint peeling from the walls. A large porch at the front of the 
house sits like a gaping mouth, ready to swallow whoever comes up the steps into its dusky 
shadow. 

She glances around. A hundred metres behind the house is an old metal shed with two 
sets of large double doors, all of them swung open, one hanging from a single hinge. Inside 
the shed is an old tractor, an axle in the air, and a wheel lying against the tractor. Next to the 
tractor stands an old bakkie with no wheels. 

A few hens peck their way aimlessly around the dry yard, which runs into patches of lush 
green grass. 

The front door of the house is open. Mary slowly closes the door of the BMW, then 
presses the central locking button on her remote, a habit she remembers is probably not 
necessary to keep here. 

Fenced off to one side of the yard is a pen with a single calf quietly grazing. When Mary 
steps away from the BMW, it looks up to fix large eyes on the new visitor, then shakes its 
head and continues feasting on its sweet meal. 

Mary slowly walks closer to the porch, her eyes scanning the area. An eerie quiet is 
broken intermittently by cows lowing far away and, closer by, the echo of footsteps on a 
wooden floor inside the house. 

She sees the silhouette of a tall man taking shape in the door frame. When he steps from 
the darkness of the house onto the gloomy porch, he turns and barks something into the 
dark. He still hasn’t noticed the stranger in his yard. When the black and white sheepdog 
appears by his side, he walks towards the porch steps, comes to a halt when he sees the BMW, 
a frown forming on his brow, then sees her. 

He descends the three steps slowly, coming to a stop on each one, his eyes trained on 
Mary. When he steps onto the soil below the porch steps, he just stands there, hands hanging 
limply by his side, his lips pursing, and his eyes burning into her. The dog wags its tail and 


looks up at his master, anxious for the command to greet the friendly new stranger. 


The looks are still there, although slightly older. The hair is still jet black, but much 
longer, hanging in streaks and locks falling into his eyes. The eyes are still a scorching blue, 
penetrating deeply where their gaze falls. 

He drops his head and softly says, “Mary,” before sweeping a lock of hair from his face 
behind his left ear. 

She drops her head too, her lips moving to say something, her throat too dry to allow her 
any words. Finally, she manages, “Abel?” 

He lifts his head, then drops it again, before giving a wan smile and asking, “What are you 
doing here?” 

She turns her body and lifts her arm halfway, a finger pointing to the dead BMW. 

“My car broke down on the old road, and one of your men towed me here.” 

“Stompie,” grimaces Abel. 

“Ya, that’s Stompie for you,” he says, “rebellious to the core, but always a soft spot for a 
beautiful lady in distress.” 

Mary drops her head at the comment and smiles, feeling Abel’s eyes on her, then quickly 
says, “I’m waiting for someone to come fetch the car. Jack arranged it.’ 

“Jack,” says Abel, struggling to keep the bitter edge from framing the name he seems to 
spit out. “How’s he doing?” 

Mary puts her hands together, then drops them to her sides again, and says, “He’s doing 
well, Abel,” hastily adding, “We got married. He’s a really good husband.” 

She stops herself, wondering who she’s trying to convince. 

“T’m sure he is, Mary. He married a wonderful woman.” 

Mary shuffles around uncomfortably, a heat rising in her, she hasn't felt in years, reaching 
her cheeks, causing them to flush red. 

Abel smiles at her discomfort, steps closer, envelops her in a hug, and whispers in her ear, 
“It’s good to see you, Mary.” 

Mary, giving up the battle inside, returns the hug and replies, “Good to see you too, Abel.” 

The anger of all those years ago seeps from Abel, replaced by a scorching need he thought 
he’d given up when he climbed in his Corolla and sped off from Jeffreys Bay Bible Church. 
Mary was his Achilles heel back then, and she still is, he realises. 

Is it a Mary thing? Is that why Jesus’ mother draws millions of Roman Catholics to her 
every year? He wonders if Mary, Queen of Scots, had the same effect on her followers. She 


certainly had a bent for treachery. Must also be a Mary thing. Joseph wanted to break off his 


engagement with Jesus’ mother after her supposed Holy Spirit-induced pregnancy. 

Ah, Mary, you are an Achilles heel indeed, and just when a man thinks he can stand, you 
make him stumble. Abel banishes the thought, Mary’s embrace warming his belly. 

Abel steps back, turns to the house, points, and says, “Come on in, and I'll fix you a cup of 
coffee. Still milk first and no sugar?” 

Mary is surprised that Abel remembers this quirk of hers, nods, and smiles. 

He turns around, calling the dog, who has taken to sniffing the stranger. 

The dog wags its whole body, a permanent smile fixed to its face, and stalks towards its 
master. When it reaches Abel’s leg, it turns around to look at Mary, as if beckoning his new 
friend to join them. 

Mary glances back at her BMW, then follows Abel into the house. 

When they reach the steps, Abel turns to Mary and says, “I’m sorry about the condition of 
the house. Consider it a symbol of love lost.” 

“Abel, I’m—” 

“I was married, Mary. She passed away many years ago. Never really saw the point of 
keeping the house in good condition.” 

Mary drops her head and whispers, “I’m so sorry, Abel.” 

Abel drops his head, a sombre smile forming in his mouth, and replies, “It’s okay. It was a 
long time ago. I loved her, but she was taken from me by—” 

A silence cuts into his words. The two characters stand awkwardly looking at each other 
in front of the steps before Abel slowly turns and ascends the steps with the dog beside him 
and Mary following. 

Mary takes a seat at the old vinyl-top kitchen table. It’s the same kind her parents had in 
their house. She smiles, memories of her young mom running around the kitchen flooding 
her mind, quickly stolen by the echo of her dad’s stern warning: Mary, my darling, his parents 
are the town drunkards. There’s no reason to believe that he will turn out differently. 

You were wrong, Daddy. I should never have listened to you, she thinks, before repelling 
the thought. 

The coffee isn’t the best. Real farm coffee, she thinks, but she drinks it and thanks Abel. 

“So tell me about yourself, Abel. You were married?” 

“Yes, it was the owner of the farm’s daughter. It wasn’t long after—” 

He stops himself and says, “I fell in love quickly. I needed to.” 

Mary takes a sip of her coffee, Abel’s words cutting into her heart. Abel notices a pang 


flashing across her face and presses on with his story. 

“She fell pregnant, so we had to get married, according to her father. Wasn't like it was a 
burden to me. I was fond of her. She made a good companion. A little shy, maybe not too 
smart, but that came with some charm.” 

“The child?” 

“Oh, he’s a big boy now. Almost 16. He’s at boarding school. A little lazy, but nothing a 
little discipline won't sort out over time. You?” 

She ignores his question, continuing her interrogation. “What's his name?” 

“Bully. That’s what I call him. The boy had a fascination with cows, and one of the first 
words he spoke was bully. Of course, everything with four legs that mooed was a bull to him.” 

Abel laughs, then asks, “You?” 

“We have a daughter. Her name is Bella. She’s almost 13. She’s the apple of her father’s 
eye.’ Mary says this with a wan smile, her eyes trailing off. 

Abel detects the slight sadness in Mary’s voice but says nothing. 

“Ts she as beautiful as her mother?” 

Mary’s face flushes, and she smiles, looks down, and says, “She’s far more beautiful than 
her mother, and she has the stubbornness of her steely-willed father.’ 

Abel laughs. 

Mary places the cup on the counter, both her hands clutching it, her knuckles white, 
before saying, “Abel, I’m—I’m so sorry.’ 

Abel doesn’t reply but steps closer, his eyes boring into the side of Mary’s head, who’s 
watching her cup of coffee as if her life depends on it. Abel reaches out and strokes a finger 
across Mary’s face, sweeping a strand of hair behind her ear. Mary closes her eyes, heat 
rushing to her chest. 

Abel places a finger underneath Mary’s chin and lifts her head, whispering, “Look at me.’ 

Mary’s breathing intensifies, her mouth trying to put up a defence with a weak, “Abel, 
please—” 

“T never stopped thinking about you, Mary.” 

“Abel, ’m— P’m—” 

Abel shushes her and leans in, placing his lips on her brow. Mary’s eyes fall closed, her 
head trying to send up a prayer for salvation, her heart intercepting it. 


She lifts her head, and their mouths lock before Mary gets up and sinks into him. 


Cold rejection 


“When can I see you again?” 

He runs his fingers softly over the skin of her neck, under her chin, his wide eyes 
desperately seeking hers for a clue, the once callous heart smashed against her soft skin, the 
glow of her red cheeks burning his skin. 

“Abel,” she starts, then drops her eyes, thoughts of Jack, Bella, her pastor, and her ladies 
Bible study group all titubating through her head, a storm tossing her mind around in a sea of 
regret already gnawing at her heart. 

“Abel, I’m happily married. I—” 

“Happily married,’ Abel grunts before turning away and walking to the other side of the 
kitchen table, battling to keep his voice controlled, before swinging around, crossing his 
arms, and spitting, “If you’re so happily married, why did you come here?” 

Mary’s mouth falls open, confusion setting in her eyes. 

“Abel, my car broke down.” 

She lifts her head, shocked by his words. 

“Do you think I planned this?” 

“Then why did you fall into my arms so easily, if Jack is a dream catch? If your life is so 
perfect?” 

He steps towards the table, pulls out a chair, and plops down into it, placing his arms on 
the table in front of him, leaning forward, staring into her face, his lips pursed, desire 
gnawing at his belly once more. 

He drops his head, a softness entering his voice. 

“Mary, I’ve never stopped thinking about you,” he murmurs. The anger rises again, but he 
keeps it controlled with a tinge of bitter sadness. 

“Every godless day I’ve spent away from Jeffreys Bay, every waking moment, every 
damned four-o-clock-in-the-bloody-morning alarm clock, has somehow never been able to 
keep my head from wandering to your face.” 

Mary drops her head, forcing her tear ducts to keep from spilling. 

“Do you know what myodesopsia is, Mary? Have you heard the term before?” 

“Abel,” she whispers, her head still hanging, her cheeks turning even more crimson, a 
wetness creeping into the corners of her eyes. 

“Some years after getting married, I thought Id try to find out if there’s a name for the 


condition you and your father have caused me to suffer—the condition of not being able to 


forget; not being able to erase someone’s face from your mind. 

“The closest I could come was to realise that what I experienced was like eye floaters. You 
know what an eye floater is? It’s those squiggly, transparent shapes you sometimes see in 
front of you. You can’t get them out of your eyes because it’s a condition inside your eye. The 
medical term for an eye floater is myodesopsia.” 

Abel’s voice drops, a quaver rushing the words from his mouth. 

“Your face was my constant myodesopsia. My mental myodesopsia. Forever floating in 
my mind’s eye, never leaving. 

“Out of the blue, you rock up on my farm; my mental myodesopsia becoming a reality; a 
miracle, as you Christians put it. 

“You fall into my arms, and—” 

“Abel!” 

Mary lifts her head, her wet eyes fixed on the bewildered man with the wild hair in front 
of her. 

Abel drops his head, a sigh exiting his mouth and life itself escaping his body. 

Mary, her arms crossed, swings a hand out, holding a palm upwards on the table, a 
fortune-teller giving her customer ominous news. This is your lot, old boy, and there’s 
nothing you can do about it. Chin up! 

“We can never see each other again. This was a mistake. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But we 
can never, ever see each other again. I have a—” 

“Respectable Christian life to return to,’ snorts Abel, dropping his head, a cynical grin 
forming at the edge of his mouth. 

A faint ringing emanates from her handbag, sitting on the counter behind her. She gets 
up from the table, steps to the counter, flicks open her bag, reaches in, glares at the screen, 
closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, flicks a finger across the screen, puts the phone to her 
ear, and answers as cheerily as possible, “Hello, Leon.” 

“No, I’m fine, thanks. I took shelter on the farm of a kind man. I’m in his kitchen. He’s not 
in right now; had to take care of farm business, but he graciously said I could wait in his 
home while you were on your way.” 

Abel clenches his jaw, his two hands still resting on the table, woven together, clamping 
tight. Can a woman be this cruel? He grits his teeth, rises from his chair, strides to the back 
door, grips the handle, and drops his head, letting out a deep breath. Mary folds her left arm 


across her stomach and turns away from Abel. 


Taking care of business, thinks Abel when he looks back from the door. Cold. 
Calculating. I should have known. 

“Yes, I'll send a pin. It’s off the old road, not far from Clarkson. Thanks so much, Leon. I 
really appreciate the trouble. 

“Okay, thank you. I have to go. See you soon. 

“Okay, thank you. Bye.” 

Mary pushes the red button on her phone, drops her arms to her side, and sighs. 

“The heart is desperately wicked. Who can understand it?” Abel seethes from the 
backdoor. 

“Abel, Leon can’t know it’s you. I’m sorry. It’s hard enough as it is.” 

Abel smirks, shaking his head. 

“Still looking out for Number One, Mary. Still the coward you were back when you 
chased me out of your life with your cold heart, backed by your wretched father.” 

Mary drops her head, her arms still limply by her side. She presses a toe into the kitchen 
floor, her face remaining emotionless. 

Abel rips at the backdoor handle, flings it open, steps out, and slams it. 

Mary attempts a last “Abel,” but is greeted by the sheepdog slinking into the kitchen, lying 
down and looking up at her quizzically. She bends down, places her arms around the dog’s 
neck, then presses her face into the dog’s soft neck, where she lets out a river of tears. 

She has to compose herself. Leon can’t see she’s been crying. He'll suspect something. She 
doesn’t want Leon to gossip to Jack. She brings her bawling to a stop, then lifts herself up 
from the floor, clears her throat, and grabs her handbag with shaking hands. She makes her 
way down the hall of the house, glancing into every room, looking for the bathroom. When 
she finally finds it, she steps up to the mirror above the basin and clutches her handbag 
before a fresh flood of tears buckles her legs and she falls to the floor, where she drops her 
head into her hands. 

Get a grip, Mary. Get a grip! Leon is on the way. 

She snorts back mucus and wipes her eyes with the palms of her hands. She lifts herself 
from the floor, grabs the handbag, and fidgets inside, removing a smaller bag, which she zips 
open. She turns the hot water tap handle, and water trickles from the tap. She turns it some 
more, and a steady stream starts flowing. She waits for the water to burn the tip of her finger 
before she plunges both hands into the stream, holding it there, cursing the stinging burn, 


cursing her decision, cursing her car, cursing the old road, and cursing her heart. 


Going home 


“You okay, Mary?” 

Leon cranks the old bakkie’s gear shift back into third when they reach the start of a 
particularly steep climb just outside Humansdorp, the BMW clinging sturdily to the back of 
his vehicle with two wheels. 

Mary smiles and replies, “I’m fine, Leon. It’s just been a long day.’ 

Leon’s large mouth cranks out a grin, causing the crow’s feet under his puffy eyes to 
create rivulets behind the glasses, thick enough to make Mary wonder how he can see 
anything through them. 

His big belly, held in place by a two-tone shirt stained with black marks, touches the 
steering wheel, as if adding stability to his driving. Two grimy hands grip the steering wheel. 
The big man squints his eyes behind his thick glasses, trying to adjust his sight to the fading 
light. 

“We'll be in Jeffreys soon. I'll drop you off before I take the car in. Just remind me to get 
your bags out the back.” 

“Thank you so much, Leon. I’m so sorry for the trouble.” 

Leon’s eyes grow large. 

“Trouble? Mary, you, trouble? Never! I’d do anything for you. Jack would kill me 
otherwise.” 

Laughter rumbles from the fat man’s belly, causing Mary to wince. Leon’s one of the 
kindest creatures she knows, even though he’s a little rough around the edges. He’d give the 
shirt off his back, even to a stranger. And he’s fiercely loyal to Jack. If he had seen Abel, 
trouble would have followed. Abel doesn’t know it, but she did him the biggest favour of his 
life by chasing him out of his own house. He should thank her. She loves him too much to see 
him hurt. She believes this with all her heart. She must. 

“Thank you, Leon. I appreciate it. You and Evelyn must come over for dinner one 
evening.’ 

“You're too kind, Mary, but Evelyn won't say no to a night of not having to cook.” He 
laughs again. 

Mary stares out the window. 

What have you done, Mary? What have you done? She thinks this to herself, not uttering 
a word out loud. 


The Lord is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger. He will forgive. He has forgiven. Only 


believe. 
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Friday, 20 April 2012 


Positive result 


\ V hiteness flushes her face. She looks at it again. It’s a positive. How can this be? How 


could this happen? How could you have let this happen? What were you thinking? Why did 
you go to that ridiculous retreat? 

“What have you done?” she murmurs to herself. 

You can't keep it. Get rid of it. You can have it done without anyone even knowing. Tell 
him you're going to visit your aunt in Pretoria. You cannot allow this to happen. The damage 
is too great. He will find out the truth. You know you can’t hide anything from him. Your 
daughter will hate you. You'll be hated by the church ladies. Your father’s hard work will all 
have been for nothing. 

She places a hand to her head. A dizzy white floods her eyes. She stumbles back onto the 
toilet, sits down, clutching the toilet seat, and drops her head. The dizzy whiteness is replaced 
by nausea that forces its way up from her stomach. She wretches forward, chunks of her 
breakfast spilling to the floor. Her breathing intensifies. Her arms start to shake. 

What will he say? He'll know! 

You can’t get rid of it! Don’t cover one mistake with another. You'll make things worse. 
You'll never be able to live with yourself if you go through with it. 

She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. 

You'll tell him tomorrow. You'll make a big fuss about how it’s a miracle from God. You'll 
make him believe it. You'll put on some makeup and be happy. And the next day, you'll do the 
same. And the day after that. You'll keep living a normal life. You'll do the right thing. It was a 


mistake. One mistake. You don’t have to let it ruin your life. 

She draws a deep breath, closing her eyes as she does so, saying the word out loud. 

“Breathe.” 

You'll think of something. You'll have him eating out of your hand. He'll believe anything 
you tell him. He used to believe you. Trusted you with his life. 

The heart of her husband trusts her, screams Proverbs 31:11 at her. 

She leaves the companion of her youth and ignores the covenant of her God, shouts Proverbs 
217: 


You dumb cow, what have you done? 
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Saturday, 21 April 2012 


The miracle 


H ow is this possible?” 


His mouth hangs open, a frown digging into his eyes. 

“It’s a miracle, my love,” she says, delving deep to fetch more of the joy she’s plastering 
superficially on her face. 

The door to their bedroom is closed. She doesn’t want their firstborn to hear this 
conversation. Not until she’s sure he’s convinced. If he shows any doubt, it'll spill over to 
their daughter. That would lead to ruin. She’s convinced of that. It’s one thing to have a 
husband not love you; it’s far worse if a husband and daughter tag team on you. 

She’d put on a flowery dress and taken pains with her makeup this morning. She’s happy. 
She needs her husband to know that. She needs him to be happy with her. She forces a smile, 
trying to hide the nervousness welling up in her chest. How could she have been so stupid? 
How could she have done this to her family? There’s only one way to deal with this. She must 
convince him. She has to. 

“You know what Wynand said the other day: we should trust in God and not be surprised 
when He works miracles. We should expect our God to perform the impossible.’ 

He sits silently on the bed, the news taking longer to sink in than she had hoped. She 
knows her husband. He’s a thinker and a strategist. If she can convince him, he'll be 
convinced. He never moves ahead if there’s doubt. But he seems floored. This is not the kind 
of news you expect to hear when the doctor used words like impossible and inconceivable. 


Sweetheart, this is great news! Aren’t you happy? She steps towards her husband, but he 


gets up and walks towards the bedroom window, places his hands on his hips, and stares out 
at the street, where some neighbourhood kids kick a soccer ball listlessly. 

“Love,” she says, doubt lacing her voice. 

He turns slowly towards her. The frown dissipates and makes way for the smile that 
captivated her heart in the early days of their union. 

He’s warming to it. Keep pushing. Embrace the moment. You must make him believe. 
Everything depends on it. 

She steps towards him, weaving her hands together and resting them on her tummy, her 
eyes smiling confidently at her husband. 

“Sweetheart, I’m overwhelmed. This is... this is incredible.” 

Her face lights up at his words. She throws her arms around his neck. He’s hesitant at 
first, but places his arms around his wife, then picks her up and swings her around. 

She starts giggling. 

“Be careful, sweetheart!” 

He puts her down, his arms resting on her hips, and looks into her eyes. 

“We must share the news. Our firstborn will be thrilled.’ 

“Shouldn't we wait a while, love?” 

“Why? You'll soon be as big as an elephant. How will you hide it?” he teases. 

She slaps his arm and giggles, “You monster!” 

He laughs at his wife’s bashful response. 

“Let’s go tell her now. She'll probably be shocked.” 

“Tf that’s your wish.” 

He believes you. You're safe. Everything’s going to be okay. You were worried for no 
reason. Life will go on as normal. Your daughter will be thrilled. Your family will stay 


together. You'll make it work. It'll work. Nobody has to know. Ever. It’s a blessing from God. 
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Saturday, 12 January, 2013 


New life 


S he’s so beautiful.” 


Jack bends down and gently places his lips on her tiny forehead. Then he moves towards 
Mary’s head and gently kisses her on the brow. 

Mary, her hair a dishevelled mess, looks up at her husband with a tired smile on her face. 
Giving birth to a bastard child is hard work. She faked the tantrum, of course. Pretended to 
be angry at Jack for having to go through this excruciating exercise again. The pain was real, 
but she had to concentrate to not direct it to the wrong person, or the right person in the 
wrong presence. 

“You look exhausted, my love. But you did well. Isn't she beautiful? Just look at that bush 
of black hair on her head!” 

Mary manages a groan, her eyes fixed on the child in her arms, a small smile on her 
flushed face. She knows where the newborn got that trait from, but she dares not think about 
it. Her drained mind finds it hard to keep up with the deception, and she feels like crying, 
which she does, the dam wall bursting under pressure. It’s okay to cry. Jack will think it’s 
from exhaustion, pain. 

Her mouth contorts as her tear ducts open, tears streaming down her weary face, her 
arms trying to keep the child steady while her body convulses. She manages to stutter, “I’m so 
glad you like her, Jack,” as if the child barely passed a test. 

“Like her? I love her! Why would IJ not? She’s half mine, love.’ 

Do not say anything, Mary. Don’t be a fool. You’re tired. You did not make it this far only 


to smash things apart now. He’s happy. You managed to convince him. You'll have a happy 
life. Think of his happiness. Think of their happiness. 

The truth will set you free. 

You're not bound. You're happy. You are free. 

She takes a deep breath, steadies herself, and sighs before replying, “She’s all yours, my 
dear. She’s both of ours, one hundred percent.’ 

She gently strokes the baby’s mop of hair. 

“Bella is waiting outside. Can I call her in?” 

“Not yet, Jack. I’m so tired. I can hardly hold the child.” 

Jack smiles, looking towards the room door. She'll have the opportunity soon to meet her 
new sister. Let Mary rest, Jackie-boy. She’s dead tired. Remember, this is partly your doing. 

“What shall we call her? Let’s name her after my late sister. Then both of our children will 
be named after our siblings. What do you think, my love?” 

Mary frowns and says, “Zoe?” 

“Yes, Zoe,’ says Jack hesitantly. Will his wife be okay with that name? He hopes so. 

Mary smiles and replies, “It’s a beautiful name.” 

The least she can do is to have Jack name the child. His naming of the child will create 
more of a bond between them. A bond the child will desperately need; that Mary will 
desperately need. 

“T think so too,” says Jack, and he smiles at the child. 

“Zoe Rees. | like it,’ says Mary. 

“T’m glad you like it. My sister would have been so proud.” 

“Who do you think she looks like? You, or me?” 

“She looks like Zoe, Jack. She’s her own person. She’s unique.” 

Jack smiles at the wisdom of his wife. He knew she was the right one the moment he saw 
her all those years ago. It was the slap that did it. Love at first strike. Theirs has not been a 
perfect marriage, but such a thing did not exist. He’s happy. Mary’s happy. Bella will be 
thrilled with her new sister. It’s the perfect life. Or as close as they'll get. 
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Friday, 28 April, 2017 


Finding out 


H. stares at the screen, a dark shadow crossing his face. He runs his fingers through his 


long, dark hair, rubs his stubbly face, and scans the email again. A burning anger grips his 
chest, ripping at his heart. He slams the laptop screen, gets up from his chair, strides towards 
the window looking out over the backyard and the mountain, and places his hands on his 
hips. 

He walks towards the office door, comes to a stop on the inside of it, calls a name into the 
corridor, and strides back to his desk, whispering through clenched teeth, “You wretched 
wench. I hope your god gives you the punishment your perfidious heart longed for when you 
still breathed the air you claim he graciously gave you. You whore.” 

Unsatisfied at his son’s lack of response, he calls again, this time louder, ensuring the 
irritation can be heard in his voice. 

Footsteps approach his office door. A lanky man with red hair and pale skin comes to a 
halt at the door and places his hands on the doorframe. His square face is squinted in a frown. 
His teak brown eyes look tired, and a button nose lavishly sprouts freckles, giving the man a 
boyish look. 

‘Yes, dad,” he says, struggling to keep the irritation out of his voice. 

“I’m going up the mountain. Hold the fort for a few hours.” 

“Dad, I’ve—” 

The man puts both his hands on his desk, flat palmed, looks down, lifts a hand, and slams 
a fist into his desk. 


His son, understanding that this is no time to mess with his father, replies meekly, “Yes, 
dad.” 

The man grabs his hat off his desk, storms towards the door where his son is standing, 
comes to a halt, grits his teeth and plants his fist into his son’s shoulder, a scream exiting his 
mouth, and storms out the door. 

The son stumbles backwards, grabs his shoulder, and gasps for air, a numb pain spreading 
from his left shoulder. He drops his head, tears welling up in his eyes. He stares as his dad 
rushes down the hall, the sheepdog trodding behind him, glancing back with her permanent 
smile, as if to apologise for her owner’s violent outburst. 

The son drops his head and sighs through clenched teeth, the pain thrumming through 
his shoulder. Just when he thinks things are stabilising, his dad throws another one of his fits. 
What the hell is it that’s got him riled up now? he wonders. 

He lifts his head and notices the laptop. He glances down the hall, then he hears his dad’s 
bakkie roar to life. A few moments later, he sees the bakkie speeding past the window and 
out of the backyard, heading for the mountain path. 

He walks over to the laptop, flips open the lid, and waits for the screen to come to life. 
When it asks for a password, he taps a few keys on the keyboard, and the screen opens to 
reveal an open email. 

He reads the subject line, then walks to the window, closes the curtains, and sits down in 
his father’s chair. 

He reads the email, looks up, and falls back in the chair, a coldness gripping his heart. 
Then he leans forward, reads the email again, and places his arms on the desk. He drops his 
head, fighting back tears in vain. 

When he manages to compose himself, he gets up from the chair, closes the laptop lid, 
walks back to the window, opens the curtains, folds his arms, and stands, pondering his 
options. 

If this is true, how will he ever win his father’s affection? All his life, he’s tried to get his 
dad to notice him. Now this? It can’t be true. But why would the woman lie? Who is she? Why 
did his father never mention her? When did this happen? How could his father have been so 
stupid? This will shatter his life. He’ll never reach his father’s heart. Now, more than ever, it'll 
be impossible. 

He walks to the door, turns his head to make sure everything is as his father has left it, 


and walks towards the front door. He must come up with a plan. But what can he do? There’s 


nothing to do. His dad will make every effort to find her. 

Who is she living with? The email says the woman is dying. Who’s looking after this 
wretched girl? It’s a fake email address, and the name can't be real either. But the message is 
real. There are too many facts to deny it. 

There’s nothing he can do. If he tries anything, his father will know he’s read the email. 
That would drive a larger wedge between him and his father. He has to accept what’s coming 
his way. And now he must be careful not to make his father aware that he’s aware of this 
bombshell information. 

He plops down in the chair on the porch, leans forward, and tries to think. Nothing 


comes to mind. His future looks bleak. 
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Monday, 29 May, 2017 


The passing 


H ave—something—to—tell you.” 


Her words are a beleaguered whisper, dragged from a heavy heart with indolent lungs no 
longer willing to help push them out. Large, frightened grey eyes peer from a skeletal face, 
darting around as if not seeing Jack’s face. Her head is bereft of the dark locks that once 
caught the attention of the opposite sex; the curls that had played their part in her getting 
plenty of attention as a young lady. And later. 

“Shh, Mary. You need to rest. You know what the doctor said,” whispers Jack as he lifts 
himself out of his chair, leans over her, and places a soft kiss on her forehead, before softly 
lifting her left hand from her side and enfolding it in his, her bony fingers a stark contrast to 
his strong, thick digits. 

Early morning light streams in through the large bedroom window, labouring to 
penetrate the hopeless gloom Jack’s been facing the last few weeks. He gets up from his chair 
and steps towards the window, staring out over the bay. He tugs at one of the curtains to keep 
the direct sunlight from getting to his wife’s face, as if the sun’s to blame for her rapid decline. 

It’s a lovely day out. He’s not been to the office in over a week, and this is the first time in 
a long time he’s noticed the beauty of the bay. It took a tragedy of the highest magnitude to 
make him see beauty again. But it’s too late. The best he can hope for is the forgiveness of a 
dear wife. There’s no time to enjoy a post-reconciliation honeymoon. This is the end. 

Jack is the strong, silent type. So he was told, and so he believes. Or so he used to believe. 


He always keeps it together. He’s always calm, always collected, and never loses his cool. The 


man with a plan. 

But things change when death rips open the front door of your life and bounds in like a 
fearless bandit. Jack found that his high-profile position as the CEO of a large Chinese truck 
manufacturing company in Port Elizabeth was starting to exhaust him, where previously he 
was more than able to cope, even excelling as one of South Africa’s top leaders. 

This situation he finds himself in now, however, is not a production line filled with cold 
metal parts that need to be melded and welded together methodically. How do you keep it 
together when your wife’s falling apart? 

Then there are the regrets. It’s as if his mind is an insignificant ant labouring away at a 
nest at the bottom of a cliff, while regrets accumulate to form a rock precariously balanced at 
the top, just waiting for the nest to be near completion before it comes crashing onto it, 
flattening and ruining the ant along with his hard work. He finds dealing with the regret 
harder than facing the fate of his wife, who’s lying on their bed, a bag of bones, half the 
woman she was only a few weeks ago. 

Mary draws a deep breath, as if readying herself to take a dive into a deep pool, then tries 
again. 

“Jack— Zoe.” 

Jack turns to face his wife and murmurs, “I know you're worried about Zoe. I know 
you're worried about both our girls. Don’t worry, my sweetheart. I'll take good care of them. 
Shh, now. Rest.” 

He steps towards the bed and gently sits down in his chair again. Mary frowns and turns 
her face away. Jack senses her frustration and drops his head. He scolds himself. After all 
these years, after so many battles between them because of his impatience, in the end, it’s the 
one thing he still struggles to control. He sighs, raises his head, lifts her delicate hand to his 
mouth, rests his lips against her knuckles, and whispers, “I’m sorry, Mary. I’m sorry. What 
would you like to say?” 

Mary’s breathing labours, a wheeze emanating from deep within her. Her head drops 
further down, the struggle to keep it upright proving too much, and the effort of turning it to 
her husband unthinkable. 

“Maybe you should rest a little, sweetheart. You can always tell me later.’ 

The truth, Mary thinks, her mind a jumbled mess of thoughts, shall set you free, Mary. 
Tell him the truth. 

“The truth, Jack,’ she whispers. 


Jack, still holding her hand, frowns at her words. 

As if invigorated, Mary takes a deep breath, then slowly turns her head to Jack, her lips 
drawn together with exertion. 

“No—time—” she manages to eke out, “leaving—soon.” 

Jack’s eyes water up at her words, and he drops his head again, afraid to show his wife any 
weakness after this short yet brave battle she’s put up. 

“Don't say that,’ Jack mumbles, his head still down. “I’ve not done right, sweetheart. I’ve 
not treated you the way I should have. Now there’s no more time. I messed up, Mary. Can 
you ever forgive me?” 

Mary closes her eyes, tears flowing from them. Jack’s words make what she has to tell him 
more agonising, but she knows she must. She opens her eyes again, and this time Jack is 
looking at her through a blanket of tears. 

She gathers courage from a place deep within, where strength no longer resides, and 
utters, “Zoe—not—yours.” 

The last word fades from Mary in a long hiss, like air escaping a deflating balloon. A smile 
forms on her face, and her head droops to the side, her eyes fixed in a stare. 

Jack frowns. He kisses her hand again and asks, “Mary, what do you mean, sweetheart? 
What do you mean, not mine?” 

There’s no reply, only a limp hand and dead eyes staring through him. 

“Mary, sweetheart,” he tries again, as if his words have the power to bring back the dead. 
But he doesn’t know what to say. He keeps mumbling her name, pleading for some 
explanation. Cool and calm Jack, always together, breaks down like a little boy lost in a 
shopping centre, searching for his mother. He needs an answer. Desperately seeks it. 


It doesn’t come. 


Informing them 


“What do you mean, mommy’s gone, daddy?” 

Bella puts her arm around her little sister and starts to shake, tears streaming down her 
face, her head hung low in sorrow. 

Zoe looks up into her sister’s face, then back at her father, and asks, “will she come back? 
Will mommy come back? Why is Bella crying?” 

Zoe’s face turns sombre and soon tears well up in her eyes, followed by an outburst. She’s 


not sure why she’s crying, but if Bella is crying, and daddy is sad, it must be a good time to 


cry. If mommy’s coming back, surely they won't have to keep crying. They just have to wait a 
little while. But she can’t stop the tears. Her four-year-old little heart keeps telling her that 
now is a time to cry. 

Jack, sitting at the head of the dinner table, takes Zoe’s hands in his and gently says, “Zoe, 
my love, mommy’s gone to be with Jesus. She’s not coming back. One day we'll go to be with 
her.’ 

He wants to let go of her hands. He doesn’t want to be father to a daughter that’s not his. 
That’s what his wife meant, not so? This child is not his. Whose is she, then? 

Jack, you will love this girl. She is your flesh. Why did Mary say she isn’t mine? Jack 
thinks back to the day of her birth; to the strange mop of jet black hair. She’s not his. The 
truth is seeping into his head and slowly taking hold; a black ooze of insulting veracity 
sticking like tar to his mind. 

Jack, the truth will come out eventually, he tells himself. Until then, you will love your 
daughter unconditionally. You will not build a wall. You will not let your emotions get the 
better of you. This is not the time or place to reveal the truth. There never will be a time and 
place for it. You will be the father Zoe needs. Especially now. Time to man up, Jackie-boy, 
time to man up. Do the right thing. He who does not forgive... 

Jack fights back tears. This is no time to be weak. The girls need him. He gets up from his 
chair and lifts the child of another into his arms. She rests her head on his shoulder and little 
cries of grief enter his right ear. He gently takes Bella’s hand and helps her up from her chair, 
taking his free arm to envelop her in a hug. Jack remains cool and calm on the outside, but a 
mix of emotions roils through his mind. 

This little girl is not his. The comfort he’s giving should come from another. Who the 
other is, he doesn’t know. Perhaps in time he'll find out, but for now, he must keep things 
together. She needs him. Die to yourself, Jack. You’ve done it before. And had you been the 
husband you were supposed to be, you’d not have to share your love with a stranger. 

“What happens now, Daddy?” asks Bella through tear-stained words. 

“Bella, my love, we take it day by day,’ Jack replies stoically. 

“We'll miss mommy, and we'll celebrate her life, and we'll never forget her. But it starts 
today. We only have today, and today is a day of sadness. So for today, we are sad. Tomorrow, 
we will still be sad. In time, our sorrow will turn into fond memories, but let us live for 
today,” 

The doorbell rings. 


Must be the funeral parlour, thinks Jack. He hands Zoe to Bella, kisses both on the head, 
and heads for the front door. When he opens it, he’s greeted by the sombre face of an old man 
with a saggy face and shocking white hair. 

If Mary could see this, thinks Jack, she’d have the laugh of her life. Memories of her 
laughter flood his head. Distant memories now clouded by new thoughts. Questions. Regrets. 
It’s too late, he thinks, but you will be strong. You'll be a man, a father, to this intruder, this 


bastard child, your daughter. 
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Sunday, 3 September, 2017 


The relocation 


“ | hat’s the last of it, sir. You sure you're okay moving all of this stuff by yourself?” 


The tall man clenches his jaw, runs bony fingers through his long hair, and steps towards 
the driver of the truck, locking his sky blue eyes on the poor fellow, and murmurs 
threateningly, “Do I look like I need help?” 

The driver of the moving truck, taken aback by the violent demeanour of the older man, 
stammers, “No, sir, that’s not—that’s not what I meant, sir.” 

The driver drops his head and shuffles his feet on the tiles, mumbling, “Sorry, sir.” 

The man stands waiting, his eyes still down, scanning the boxes strewn across the living 
room floor. 

“Is there anything else?” asks the older man, his voice still calm with only a slight tinge of 
violence, eyeing the truck driver, crossing his arms and squaring his feet, the king of his new 
castle. 

“Sir, it’s customary to give the helpers something for their efforts. You know, just a small 
token. And it’s almost Christmas, sir. Only a few more months. The guys work—” 

“Your men nearly dropped my fridge,” interrupts the owner of the house. 

He turns and points to boxes stacked on the floor, stepping towards a row and sweeping 
the air with his arm, as if to show the driver everything they did was a foul mistake. 

“They dropped a number of boxes. Look at this place. They didn’t even have the decency 
to stack the boxes, and you want a tip?” 


“Sorry, sir. It’s just that—” 


“Let me explain how this works in a few simple steps.’ 

The older man steps back towards the driver, who takes a step back, only to be followed 
by the older man, who starts counting steps on his fingers, stabbing the air in front of the 
man’s face. 

“One. There was a business contract. Two. I ordered a moving service. Three. I paid for 
the moving service. Four. You moved my stuff post-payment. Five. The contract is fulfilled. 

“There is no step six. No, give the driver and his useless lackeys a tip. 

“Does that make sense to you, son?” 

“Yes sir. No problem, sir. We'll be leaving then.” 


“That you will, son. And close the garden gate on the way out. And I swear, if you slam it 


“Yes, sir, no, sir.” 

The driver, flustered by the verbal attack, turns on his heels and calls the men standing in 
the garden, smoking. His words have the effect of getting them moving out of the garden at 
record speed. When they’re out the gate, the driver turns around, glancing at the house as if 
to make sure the older man sees what he’s about to do, and gently closes the gate. The movers 
file into the truck, and the driver starts up and drives up Caffra Avenue, happy to get away 
from the mean bastard. 

“This is perfect. He will like it too. He can come visit over the weekends,’ the man 
mumbles to himself. “Bring the dog too. She'll love the beach. He can take her for walks. He 
needs exercise. The boy’s getting lazy.” 

He looks at the boxes around him, then picks up the closest one. He heads into the garage 
through the connected door and places it on the floor. Then he heads back into the living 
room, picks up the next box, and stacks it on top of the one in the garage. When all the boxes 
are neatly stacked in the garage, he heads back into the living room and sits down in his lazy 
chair. He places his arms on the chair’s arms and starts rocking, his mind racing with ideas of 
how to reach her. 

“You're close, my little girl. I know where you are. We'll see what he has to say when he 
finds out I’m your father. The bastard stole my wife, and then he had the audacity to steal my 
daughter too. We'll fix that. We'll not allow this thief to get away with his antics.” 

A madness flashes through his blue eyes—the sordid fantasy of him standing with his 
daughter in his arms, the stepfather cowering before him, begging him not to take her from 


him. 


He continues his dialogue with an imprecatory prayer of hatred against all things he 
deems are against him, which seems to him to be all things. 

“Christians. Hypocrites. All of them. All of them, liars. Do not lie to each other. Convenient 
that it applies to the one anothers only. Lie to those outside, as long as you don't lie to those 
inside. And when they lie, they turn to their Jesus for forgiveness, so they can keep on taking 
advantage of others. Bastard children of a god of their own imaginations.’ 

He gets up from his chair, walks up the steps leading to the top floor, opens a sliding door 
onto a veranda, and stands looking at the ocean, a cool breeze soothing his soul. It’s nearly 
summer in Jeffreys Bay. It'll be a summer of revelation. A summer of truth, as sure as the sun 
shines. 

“Tl find you, my girl, “ he whispers into the breeze. “I'll teach you to think for yourself. 
You won't have to endure the hypocrisy and flagellation you’re enduring under the hands of 


those phoney freaks.” 
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Sunday, 25 November, 2018 


The beach 


D on't be such a coward, Bella!” 


“Coward? Matthew! How dare you call me a coward? It’s a crab! That thing will bite me!” 

Matthew laughs, rolls his sharp blue eyes, and runs his hand through his long blond hair 
to keep it out of his face. He bends down, puts a hand beneath the water, and lifts the ghost 
crab from the sand. When he has a secure grip on the creature, a grin appears on his face as 
he looks towards Bella. 

“Matthew, no,” she begs, shaking her head. “Matthew, you wouldn't!” 

Matthew starts towards Bella, the arm holding the crab outstretched towards her. Bella 
turns around and starts running, not looking back. Matthew gently puts the crab down and 
starts running after her, threatening to drop the crab on her head. 

“Don't be such a sissy, Bella!” he shouts as he closes in on her. “It won't bite!” 

When he finally catches up with her, he grabs her from behind. She shrieks, trying to 
break free. 

“T dropped it, Bella! I dropped it! Don’t worry, I wouldn’t let the crab bite you,’ he laughs. 

The sun is sinking below the turbines beyond Jeffreys Bay. A cool breeze sweeps from the 
ocean onto the beach, bringing a welcome relief. Matthew turns Bella around and pulls her 
towards him. Their eyes meet, and for a few moments, Matthew’s Nordic blue eyes search 
Bella’s topaz pupils in silence. 

A few fishermen sit dotted along the beach, their fishing rods long aerials prodding the 


air for fish. Here and there, a couple is walking or someone is running after a dog let loose on 


the beach, but at that moment, on Kabeljauws beach, there are only the two of them. 

“The world could end now, as long as you're with me, Bella,” whispers Matthew. 

He bends down and gently places his lips on hers. A numbing thrill shoots through Bella 
as she accepts his lips. She throws her arms around his neck, her hands weaving through his 
curly blond locks. 

“Ow, Bella,” he squeals, “I’m not one of your dolls! Don’t be so rough!” 

Bella steps back and slaps him on the arm, embarrassed by her faux pas. 

The two of them break out in laughter, take hands, and slowly stroll to where Matthew 
had parked his old bakkie. Night’s coming, and Jack won't be happy if Bella stays out too late. 


Arriving home 


“And just where were the two of you?” Jack asks in a mock upset tone. 

Bella, nervous, despite knowing her dad’s joking, runs a finger along the side of her head, 
shifting hair to behind her ear, and answers, “Daddy, we were at Kabeljauws Beach. It’s such a 
lovely evening, and we didn’t want to waste it.” 

She looks at Matthew and smiles as he exits his bakkie and slams the door. 

Zoe comes bounding down the steps outside the front door, shouts, “Matty,” and leaps 
into Matthew, who lifts her above his head and swings her around, causing her to shriek in 
delight. 

“Whoa, Zoe, you're getting too big for me now,’ teases Matthew. 

Zoe starts giggling. 

“Daddy, did you hear that? Matty says he can’t lift me anymore because he’s not as strong 
as you!” 

Her chuckle infects Matthew, Bella, and Jack as they walk up the steps into Jack’s house. 
She’s a clever girl. Sharp as a tack. Even at a young age, it’s obvious this is Jack and Mary’s 
child. 

Inside, Matthew puts Zoe down. She runs to Bella, who’d made her way into the kitchen, 
puts her hands to her mouth, and starts making kissing sounds. Bella shushes her sister and 
starts giggling. 

Jack turns to Matthew, puts his hand on Matthew’s shoulder, and asks, “staying for 
dinner? The ladies are planning a surprise meal.” 

“Hmmm, says Matthew, cupping his chin with his left hand, “that sounds suspicious.” 


“Hey,” retorts Bella,’ you don’t even know what it is.” 


“The question is: do I want to find out?” 

He winks at Bella and starts snickering. 

“For your information, Zoe and I decided that the surprise includes a phone call. We’re 
ordering pizza from Nina’s.” 

Matthew mocks relief, Jack emulating him. 

“You're safe, Matt,’ says Jack out loud, mock whispering, “me too.” 

Jack puts his hand behind Matthew’s back and leads him to the living room. Matthew 
glances at Bella. She blows him a kiss, and the two exchange a smile. Zoe looks at her sister 
and starts giggling. Bella bends down, kisses Zoe on the head, then heads for the phone to call 
Nina’s for their pizza. 

“How’s the job, Matt?” asks Jack as he seats himself in his favourite chair, one Mary had 
gotten him as a birthday gift. 

“It’s going well, Jack. You know how it goes in JBay. Seasonal. The Philistines are at the 
gate, then we'll be running around like rats, selling wetsuits and boards to people who'll use 
them once, then flog them on Marketplace. 

Jack grins. He knows the town well. The whole year it’s quiet, then December comes, 
bringing with it a plague of people. The locals moan about the congested roads, but money 
flows through the streets like a river, bringing a cash injection most of them desperately need 
and keeping them afloat until the next holiday season. 

“Matt, I know you love your job, and I know you're a typical surf bum.’ At this, he smiles, 
and Matthew grins too. “But what does your future look like? Will you be working at Rip 
Curl for the rest of your life?” 

Matthew laughs and replies, “No, sir. That I most definitely will not do. I was thinking of 
early retirement. Lazing away on the beach while my wife cooks and cares for the children 
back home. She could even bring me cooked meals, so I can just keep surfing.” 

Matthew lifts his shoulders mockingly, scrunches his mouth, and looks at Bella. Jack 
bends forward, drops his head in a classic facepalm, then starts laughing. 

“You've got it all figured out, eh, boy,” says Jack. 

“Yes, sir, I do,’ says Matthew and gives one of his disarming smiles, Bella laughing at the 
ridiculous comments exiting the delicious mouth of the man she’s come to adore. 

She tries to concentrate on getting Nina’s Restaurant’s number, but her future with 
Matthew is being put to the test by her father, whom she hopes will view Matthew with the 


eyes she’s using to look at him, seeing the potential of a good husband and father. 


“No, in all seriousness, Jack, I think I'll start studying. The JBay Academy has a technical 
department. Very convenient. Become an engineer between low tide and high tide. The fact 
that I finished high school at Daniel Pienaar means | have an N3 in fitting and turning. 
Thinking of studying engineering. I can always apply for an apprenticeship as a fitter and 
turner or toolmaker. Uncle Piet offered me an appy-ship. He’s got some machines running in 
his garage. Nice setup. Even works through load shedding.” 

Jack ponders Matthew’s answer, happy to hear that his potential future son-in-law is 
making plans to build a valuable skill set. Wouldn’t want his daughter to marry a typical 
Jeffreys Bay slacker. 

“Well, if you need any help at all, please ask. Always willing to give a hand to someone 
who uses their own.” 

Jack sits back, places his arms on the chair’s armrests, and weaves his hands together, 
throwing one leg over the other. 

“Thanks, Jack,’ says Matthew, a smile of delight forming on his face. 

The future looks bright, thinks Matthew. Soon I'll ask her hand in marriage, and with 
Jack onboard, it'll be plain sailing. 

“Pizza is on its way, guys,’ announces Bella from the kitchen, before taking Zoe by the 
hand and leading her to the living room. Jack looks at the little girl, his heart still torn 
between loving her to bits and kicking her out of his life. The former sentiment is still 
winning, but for how long? How long will he be able to bear the burden of raising a child he 
knows he’s not the father of? And he still doesn’t know who the real father is. Will he ever 
find out? Does it matter, Jack? She’s your wife’s child. That not enough? 

Bella plops down on the couch beside Matthew, reaches for the TV remote, rests her head 
on Matthew’s shoulder, and clicks a button on the remote. 


“Shall we watch a movie?” 


21 


Monday, 23 December, 2019 


Mall madness 


W., you do this to yourself, Jackie boy, only you know,” murmurs Jack as he 


approaches the rotating door on the Dischem side of Fountains Mall, pushing a trolley loaded 
with gifts he hopes the girls and Matthew will appreciate. 

To his right is Gabriel’s Jeweller, which he refuses to acknowledge, feeling vulnerable as 
he does, knowing he'd probably buy himself a Casio for Christmas if he half glances at the 
display windows, Jingle Bell Rock gently peeling through the mall speakers, the rhythm 
somehow magically causing a man to remove his wallet from his pocket much easier than in 
January, when the Christmas hangover hits the country, keeping it in bed for weeks. Of 
course, promises of “never again” are cried far and wide and include a reference to spending 
money and the use of alcohol, both temptations of which roll around the next year with their 
greedy claws to once again grip a nation, egged on by an unstoppable red marketing machine. 

Crowded is an understatement. The mall is flooded, mostly by what the locals refer to as 
foreigners—anyone not living in Jeffreys Bay permanently. Most locals are too smart to 
wander out into the chaos that is Christmas in a popular coastal town. Jack, however, has a 
high-profile job in a city eighty kilometres away. What’s mostly a simple expedition for most 
people is nothing short of a nightmare for a busy CEO. Mary used to do the Christmas 
shopping. He simply plugged into the whole vibe over Christmas and enjoyed whatever Santa 
placed in his sock, with Mary’s help, of course. And Mary was always spot on. The woman 
had a knack for, well, being a woman. 


This will be his third Christmas without her, and with a younger daughter that he knows 


is not his. The father has still not pitched up. Does the father even know? Why did Mary not 
tell him who it was? Why wait until the end? Jack thought of those Nicholas Sparks movies 
the girls loved to watch. Mary’s confession seemed to come right out of one of those. 

He thought of Zoe. Beautiful little Zoe. He tried his utmost to be a good father to her and 
mostly succeeded, he thinks. But it’s impossible to look at her and not see someone else’s 
eyes, to not wonder whose blood courses through her veins. 

He sighs and once again drops the thought of something he has to do all day, every day, 
and reminds himself that he and Bella are all Zoe has. You will love her, Jack. Like your own. 
She will not be a second-class Rees. She is a Rees. She is your daughter. Perhaps Mary was 
delusional near the end. Too drugged up to know what she was saying. 

But the eyes. And the hair... 

He stops, waiting once more for people to clear the way. Don't take the trolley through 
the revolving door, Jackie-boy. Besides, the side door is open. Take it through there, get to the 
car, and head home to sanity. 

A movement outside, on the far side of the parking lot, catches his eye. Probably nothing, 
but he can’t help but notice it. Jack’s eye had always been one for detail. He brings the trolley 
to a stop just before the door, squints, and focuses on what seems like a man performing CPR 
on someone lying in the middle of the road. 

“Trouble, Jackie,” he whispers. Someone needs help. Jack’s inner paramedic switches on, 
bolstered by his inherently calm nature. 

He pushes the trolley through the door, excusing himself at the multiple frowns shooting 
his way, checks the road passing in front of the mall for traffic, and skedaddles over the 
pedestrian crossing onto the pathway leading between two rows of parked cars, the trolley’s 
wheels whirring in front of him. 

When he reaches the Gelandewagen behind which he saw the man performing CPR, he 
lifts the trolley and parks the front wheels inside an island made for housing a tree. He knows 
this G-Wagon. It’s a golf buddy’s. 

“Hope it’s not serious, Dean,’ he murmurs. 

Was that a growl? he wonders. Must be one of those street dogs loose in the parking lot. 
That’s dangerous. Need to call security. One thing at a time, Jackie-boy. 

He jogs between the Gelandewagen and the Jimny it’s parked beside. He readies himself 
to assist with whatever the person performing the CPR needs. When he jogs into the road, a 


head looks up at him. Jack freezes. It’s Dean’s face, or what’s left of it. But it’s not the face of a 


concerned citizen about to ask Jack to call an ambulance. 

More growling, followed by screams, at the other end of the parking lot, on the Game 
side. Jack glances that way, then back at the scene before him. The screaming intensifies. 

“Dean,” Jack asks, “everything okay?” 

There’s blood on Dean’s face. And on his shirt. All over, in fact. There’s a wound the size 
of a fist in his neck. The woman lying on the road is shaking and convulsing. It’s Dean’s wife, 
Martha. In what seems to be a fit of rage, she throws off Dean, who had a moment before 
performed the strange CPR, jumps up, and shakes her head like a dog that had stuck its head 
into a thorny bush and was trying to rid itself of the pain. 

“This can’t be happening,’ murmurs Jack. 

Jack instinctively reaches for his 9mm. It’s not there. He curses. What’s the point of 
having a licence and not actually carrying, Jackie? Didn’t expect to need it for something as 
innocent as Christmas shopping, though. And what are you going to do? Shoot a golf buddy? 
If you need to, Jackie, then yes. 

Jack starts moving back slowly, still facing the bizarre scene, Dean and Martha now 
facing him, barking, growling, spittle running down their broken faces. For a moment, Jack 
wonders if it’s possible to reason with someone who has turned rabid instantly. A quick 
assessment tells him that diplomacy is not on the cards. These fine, upstanding citizens of 
Jeffreys Bay are in no mood for fraternising. 

Jack keeps his eyes trained on the pair as he backs up, his hand feeling the Jimny to his 
right. His two “friends” slowly advance towards him, twitching with expectation. What 
they’re hoping to do with him, Jack is not willing to find out, but it’s not catching up; chit- 
chatting; shooting the breeze. He slowly removes his car keys from his pocket, something 
telling him that any sudden movements might cause his two friends to do something rash. 
The Volvo’s not far from here, Jackie. You've got to make a run for it. 

Jack turns and bolts for his car, not looking back. When he’s within reach of his door, he 
presses the key fob, and the Volvo's doors’ locks spring open. Dean and Martha close in, an 
irrational hunger driving them towards their friend. Two rows on, someone else has parked 
their car and gotten out. The man was standing by his car, probably on his way to do some 
last-minute shopping a la Jack style, when he spots Jack and waves. Jack has no time for 
niceties now and shouts to Devon, “Get in your car NOW and go home!” 

Devon, a frown crossing his face, stops waving, his arm stuck mid-air at the shock of how 


rude his squash buddy is, sees Jack dive into his vehicle, then spots two anxious-looking 


individuals covered in blood hot on Jack’s heels. Are his eyes deceiving him, or are those 
Dean and Martha dressed up for Halloween? Jack manages to slam his door just in time to get 
Dean’s hand jammed in the door. Dean yelps. Jack’s head is visible behind the steering wheel 
one moment, then disappears and comes up again before the Volvo’s engine bursts into life, 
Dean’s hand still stuck in the door, held in place by Jack. Martha notices Devon, and when it 
does, growls, twitches, and starts running towards him. 

Devon, cognitive dissonance roiling through his head like a snake uncoiling, ready to 
strike, steps forward, then realises Martha seems a little too anxious to greet him. 

“Why don’t you listen, Devon? You never listen! That’s why your squash game is still at 
the level of a first-grade girl. Looks like you'll have to intervene, Jackie-boy. 

Jack calmly looks at the hand stuck inside his car, fingers wiggling like hungry little 
snakes, then up at the snarling face barking lustfully from the other side of the window. He 
tightens his grip on the door handle, places his other hand on the door, and pushes out, 
causing Dean to fly back, lose his control, and fall to the road. Jack snaps the door closed, 
locks the car, and presses the start button. 

All you need now is for the car to not start, Jackie-boy, like in those bad horror movies. 

The car’s engine comes to life. Volvo. Vorsprung durch Technik. That’s Audi, Jackie-boy. 
Keep it together. Your German is terrible. Their cars are terrible. Don’t lose it now, Jackie. He 
pushes the gear lever into first, revs up, and releases the clutch. The car screams forward and 
connects with Martha, who falls backwards onto the bonnet, her head snapping back, barely 
missing his windscreen, then rolls off the side. Devon throws up his hands, a suspect giving 
up. Jack sees a swear word exiting his gaping mouth. He throws his head back to check where 
Dean is, who is now advancing towards Devon too. In all his years of knowing this couple, 
he’d never seen them so ambitious. 

Jack slams the stick into reverse, screams backwards, comes to a stop near a Toyota 
Condor, slams back into first, and heads for Dean. He sideswipes Dean, who spins comically, 
a nightmare clown with too much makeup trying to impress the audience, and falls down. 
Something is broken, but it’s not Dean’s spirit, because he tries to get up, which is hard to do 
if one of your crus is sticking out perpendicular to the other. Jack, not one to waste an 
opportunity, reverses again, then neatly jams the front of the Volvo into Dean’s head. At as 
high a velocity as the limited space in the parking lot allows, it turns out to be ample speed to 
cause Dean to. What? Die? Do these things die? Dean’s quiet. Jack’s happy about that. 

Devon strides towards Jack’s side of the car. Jack eyes the mall and the rest of the parking 


lot. This is not the time to catch up, he thinks. He jumps out of his vehicle and shouts at 
Devon, “Devon, get in your car, and go home!” 

“What’s hap—” 

Jack grabs Devon by the arm, yanks him towards his car, and repeats the command 
before pointing to the mall. 

“Look! See? Something’s wrong. Get in your car!” 

Devon turns his head towards where Jack is pointing, his eyes growing. He starts shaking 
his head. What sort of madness is this? He glances at Jack, murmurs a thank you, jumps into 
his vehicle, switches it on, and speeds away out of the Fountains Mall parking lot. Jack never 
sees him again. 

“This is the end, Jackie-boy. Things will never be the same again. You don’t have a job to 
return to come January. You don’t have a retirement annuity. Your plan to see The Mousetrap 
in London? Not gonna happen. Life as you knew it has come to a decisive and final end. 
Forget about Christmas. From now on, it’s all Halloween.” 

Jack jumps into his Volvo, drives the vehicle slowly over Dean to make sure he’s really in 
whatever state he is in, because what he was was not alive (or maybe he was a little too alive), 
and drives off, leaving behind a shopping trolley filled with gifts his children probably 
wouldn't have liked anyway; leaving behind a sea of humans turning into something else, 
devouring each other. Not his circus, not his rabid monkeys. He needs to get home. Bella 


needs him. Zoe too. 


The beach 


He carves up into the lip, throws out his right leg, and smashes the tail out above the wave, an 
arc of water creating a rainbow of spray. It’s one of those surf mag cover shots without a 
photographer nearby and a no-name brand surfer on the board. The board levels out below 
him, foam driving him towards the rocks, ecstasy surging through his body. He falls onto the 
board on his belly and rides out the wave, where the channel takes him safely to the beach. 

Once in the channel, he slides off the board, one hand on top of it, guiding it through the 
channel. Large waves dissipated by the time they reach him, calm enough for him to not have 
to worry about being smashed against the rocks. 

“Bella’s gonna kill me,” he murmurs, “but it was worth it.” 

He smiles, wiping a long blond lock from his face and wrapping it behind his ear. He 


knows she won't stay angry too long; probably be more jealous that he’d been in the water 


and she wasn’t. 

He spots Koffie up on the boardwalk a distance away, his wetsuit halfway on. The old 
boy’s probably heading out for a surf too. Not too crowded today. The early bird catches the 
wave. When he reaches the beach, he steps onto the sand, already warming up, and picks up 
his board with one hand. 

He hears shouts. Or screaming. Something. Must be holiday makers having a party in one 
of the expensive Pepper Street vacation joints. This time of year, parties have no start time, 
and the only end in sight is the start of January, when foreigners return to where they came 
from, lock themselves back into their rodent runners, and crank out enough cash to do it all 
over again next December, their only form of education and entertainment provided by the 
likes of Netflix and Disney+. No musing, just amusement. Stay numb until the appointed 
time, then pack your things, caravan down to the coast, and let the alcohol and lust flow. 
Rinse and repeat until you're too old to be relevant, with your children following in the well- 
grooved tracks. 

Matthew sighs at the reality of Christmas time in Jeffreys Bay. Not a fan. Never has been. 
At least he has Bella now. Makes this time of the year bearable. Fun, even. 

He jogs up the beach to where the boardwalk meets the sand, past teens walking off 
hangovers, parents running after toddlers amazed at the magnificence of the ocean and all 
the tiny creatures that call it home, past old couples glorying in another beautiful beach day 
(could be the last one together, George, have to grab the day). Carpe diem). 

The screaming seems to intensify. Matthew stops at the bottom of the boardwalk, cocks 
his head, and listens. Doesn't sound party-ish. Sounds ominous, panicked. What the heck? 
Koffie reappears at the top of the boardwalk, his suit still only halfway on. Gotta get suited up 
and go, old boy. The waves'll be gone soon. What is that strange sunscreen youre wearing? 

Koffie had never been one to attract attention. He’s the stoic type who, when challenged, 
would keep his mouth shut and let his grappling skills do the talking. He’s a respected 
individual, a well-known local, and part of the somewhat revered JBay Underground, a group 
of locals whose job it is to keep chaos from ruling the waves, which Matthew has neither the 
time nor the inclination to join, preferring to flow solo. 

To see Koffie’s face smeared with anything else but a colourless, probably odourless, 
sunscreen is a significant enough development to earn him an article on JeffreysBay.com, the 
region's online courant. 


Matthew, the surfboard still hanging from his fingers, flicks up the arm holding the 


board, catches the board underneath his arm, and clutches it between his arm and ribs, ready 
to amble up the boardwalk—something you do when you're a surfer. You jog to the water, 
and you amble back to your car. A secret little unwritten rule. Makes you look cool—frothing 
when you're supposed to, calm when you've had your hit. (Only a surfer knows the feeling.) 

Koffie is advancing down the boardwalk in a zig-zag fashion, still half suited up, the 
strange red sunblock smeared in streaks across his face, giving him the appearance of a hippy 
still high on Ayahuasca and looking for a tribe willing to take him in. 

Matthew puts his foot on the first step of the boardwalk, looks down to calculate 
cadence, then starts up towards where Koffie seems to have come to a stop and is standing... 

What the? 

“Koffie, you okay?” asks Matthew, bewildered at what his eyes take in. 

Koffie’s reply comes as a surprise, and although not spoken in any intelligible language, it 
makes it clear that by any human standard, he’s not. Perhaps it’s not such a surprise now that 
Matthew is close enough to notice the odd gashes in Koffie’s face, neck, and arms. The 
sunblock is not sunblock after all. It looks like Koffie was attacked by a picky wild creature 
who had taken a few bites, decided his prey wasn’t up to standard, and left. 

Matthew’s heart starts to race. He’d been confronted by the JBU guys before, probably for 
not wanting to be part of their treehouse club, and he’d stood his ground, friendly but firm. 
No thanks, not interested in your gang. I respect what you're doing, but it’s not my style. 
Don’t have enough space on my bumper for another sticker. It had blown over, and the guys 
went back to sniffing each other—an odd growl here and there, but all walking away, mutual 
respect hanging in the air like the damp vapour of a joint. 

But this is a different Koffie. Somehow, Matthew realises that this Koffie won't take no 
for an answer, and the last thing on his mind is winning members for his crew. 

When Koffie had made up his mind, if that’s what you can call it, he snarls, sniffing the air 
like a dog on heat, and advances towards Matthew at a remarkable speed for someone who 
has chunks of his body missing, including from the neck. 

The old Koffie was physically superior to Matthew; he had a stronger build and was more 
muscular. Matthew realises that, if anything, the new Koffie, although calling him improved 
would be a mislabeling, is probably still as strong, if not stronger, but now seems to have a 
bloodlust accompanying his raw power. 

What are your choices, Matt? Run? Where? The Beach? Great idea. Lose the bruiser, but 


expose the innocent kids on the beach to this hungry-looking thing. Coward. 


Matthew curses his plan to come surfing. Should have gone to Bella, Matt. Now you have 
to deal with this. Deal with what? What is this? This is Koffie. Not your best friend in the 
world, but a respected citizen of Jeffreys Bay. Why hasn’t anybody called the cops? Who do 
you call when someone turns rabid? The SPCA? 

Maybe I can reason with him. Offer him a doggy biscuit or something. What do you feed 
something that looks like it'll eat anything? Anyone? The thought doesn’t develop too far 
before Koffie is nearly upon Matthew. By the looks of it, he won't be satisfied with a treat. 
He’s aiming for flesh. The human kind. 

Matthew does the only thing he can think of: slam the surfboard’s sharp nose into 
Koffie’s belly, which causes Koffie to double over. Matthew expects the blow to bring Koffie 
to his senses. 

“Sorry, Matt. Don’t know what came over me. Thanks for that. Needed a good wallop to 
awaken me from this dreadful bloodlust I’m suffering from. Think I'll go home, take a 
Disprin and lie down.” 

It doesn’t quite have that effect. Instead, it seems to have infuriated Koffie, who now not 
only has holes in his head, neck, and arms but also a blunt stab wound to the stomach. 

Koffie stretches himself up, lifting his arms like a chimpanzee on the attack, and brings 
down two fists. Matthew lifts his board, and Koffie’s fists hammer into the board, leaving two 
large dents. It’s a new board, but Matthew will be miff about it later. Now, he needs to survive 
and get out of this predicament. Below him, people on the beach are picking up children, 
grabbing loved ones by the hands, and running in all directions, some screaming, others 
quietly yet swiftly, making themselves scarce. No one seems interested in assisting Matthew. 
This is not the holiday advertised to them on LekkeSlaap. 

Matthew, the insanity of the situation sinking in, realises the only way to deal with Koffie 
is to kill him. 

Would it be murder? Would I be called a murderer on Facebook for killing this thing? 
This isn’t Koffie. Not anymore. May have been this morning, even half an hour ago. But not 
anymore. If I don’t deactivate this monster, it will attack someone else. The buck stops with 
me. 

More blows land on Matthew’s board. Koffie seems intent on destroying the white 
barrier he seems to think sits between him and brunch. When Koffie lifts his arms again, 
Matthew steps back, draws the dinged board back, and slams it forward, this time aiming for 


the head. The tip strikes Koffie in the throat, causing him to gasp for air, his hands flying to 


his neck. Even a monster can’t operate without oxygen. Matthew draws the board back again, 
slams it forward one more time, and the tip hits Koffie in the throat again, Koffie’s fingers an 
ill barrier, the damage enough to make Koffie fall to his knees, his hands still ripping at his 
neck, as if removing the flesh from the crook of his neck will help him breathe again. 

When Koffie is on his knees, digging at his throat, Matthew stabs the board into Koffie’s 
eye, sending him falling back, where he writhes, moaning, gasping, hands ripping, air evading 
him. 

The board’s now useless, so Matthew drops it next to Koffie and jogs up the boardwalk 
(breaking the unspoken rule). He sprints to his bakkie, only a few metres away, parked in the 
farthest parking spot overlooking Supertubes. He needs to call the cops. Ambulance. Hearse. 
He’s not sure. He'll just call the police. Easiest number. He reaches a hand under his right 
front wheel arch and feels around for his key. His eye catches two individuals halfway up 
Pepper Street, sauntering in his direction. More like stumbling, like two drunks. But instead 
of hanging on to each other for the support required by the inebriated, they seem to be 
bumping, hitting, and scratching at each other, like they’re fighting over who gets to eat the 
best part. 

Matthew’s system, already pumping far too much adrenaline for a surfer, realises that this 
might be another two Koffies. His fingers find the key. He drops it by accident, and it bounces 
a few times before coming to rest behind the wheel. He bends down, going on his knees, 
stretches an arm behind the wheel, picks up the key, and jumps up. The two creatures had a 
look at the menu, and for mains had decided upon a tender piece of neck of Matthew, and 
were advancing upon their quarry rapidly. 

Matthew spots a man sitting in a deck chair on the veranda of an apartment overlooking 
Pepper Street, sucking on what must be a joint, taking in the action right under his nose. The 
man only needs a bucket of popcorn, but otherwise seems amused by the fact that there has 
been slaughtering taking place and that more slaughtering will follow, just stay tuned; we'll 
be back after the ad break. Matthew wonders if the man thinks it’s part of an elaborate 
African Christmas play or if he’s convinced he has found the world’s most potent marijuana. 

You need to get away, Matthew. Get in your bakkie and go. Matty, you can’t. These two 
things will head for the beach if you don’t stop them. Think of Bella. If this is happening here, 
Bella might be in danger. Come on, Matty. You're not a coward, are you? 

He swears, steps towards the monsters, who’re now mere metres away, and while 


stepping, reaches a hand into the back of his bakkie’s cargo bed, grabs a flat shovel, and 


swings it around to connect the closest one with the flat side of the shovel, sending him to the 
sidewalk. Matthew arcs the shovel when he completes the swing, letting the momentum 
carry the shovel edge like a knife blade through the next one’s neck. Blood sprays over the 
side and into the cargo bay of his bakkie. The thing goes down on its knees, grabs at its neck, 
and falls to the road, gasping for air. The first one is up again, dazed and confused, but not 
deterred. Matthew, realising the effectiveness of using the shovel as a blade, swings again, this 
time slicing the shovel through the air. Like the other one, predictably, this one also falls to its 
knees and keels over, life (if that’s what it can be called) seeping from its body. 

Matthew flicks the shovel onto the back of the bakkie. It’s three down, but by the looks of 
things, there are many more to go. He looks up at the man sitting high and dry. The man, 
billows of smoke surrounding him, just smiles and leans back in his chair. You have no idea 
what’s waiting for you when the high passes, buddy. Enjoy it while it lasts. You'll be waking 
from your dream to enter a nightmare. 

He jams the key into his old bakkie and twists, the other hand plucking at the door handle 
the moment the door unlocks. He jumps in, not caring about the wet wetsuit, slams the door, 
and pushes down the knob. He places the key into the ignition, cranks it, and the diesel 
sputters to life. He revs the motor a few times, shifts the bakkie in reverse, cranes his neck, 
and reverses, the bump he feels no doubt being one of the bodies he’d created moments ago. 

Before he places the bakkie into first, he leans over, opens the glove compartment, and 
removes his mobile phone. He flicks at the screen. Three missed calls from Bella. That’s a 
good sign. He yanks the stick into second and spins off, out of Pepper Street, past more 


maniacs, into a new life, one he’s not sure he wants to be part of. 


The kitchen 


The arm comes first, stabbing the air through the top half of the double door, then the snarl 
from a voice connected to it. Something tumbles over the bottom half of the door into the 
kitchen and springs up, glaring at her, biting and barking into the air. It’s her neighbour from 
across the road. But it’s not her neighbour. Not this. In place of the old lady’s once perfectly 
dyed silver hair is a wild, tangled mess stained with blood and mud, like a Lady Gaga- 
inspired roadkill hat. Her face, still immaculately groomed yesterday, gives her the 
appearance of a psychotic goth raver—a retired Harley Quin who had discovered the 
amazing effervescent qualities of meth mixed with cocaine. Her dress is torn to slivers, and 


her bare legs and feet are covered in scratches and gashes, blood running everywhere. 


Bella slowly moves to a place where the kitchen island forms a barrier between her and 
the beast. 

“Missus Botha,’ murmurs Bella in astonishment, “are you... all right?” 

“That has got to be the dumbest question you've ever asked,” she scolds herself. But her 
head cannot comprehend what her eyes are signalling. 

Mrs. Botha doesn’t answer in any distinguishable language. Instead, she keeps baring her 
teeth like an angry bitch, snarling at her stunned young neighbour. 

Bella reaches for the large knife she’d been using to cut steak into slivers for Beef 
Stroganoff, her dad’s favourite dish and one she’s been making a lot since her mother passed 
away. She picks up the knife and lifts it in a forward sabre grip, pointing the sharp point at 
Mrs. Botha. 

Mrs. Botha lunges to the right of the island, then stumbles towards Bella, her arms 
flailing about wildly, her mouth agape. Bella, too shocked to move left or right—both feasible 
options—cramps up, takes a few steps back, and bumps into the counter behind her. Mrs. 
Botha staggers towards Bella at a far more rapid pace than Bella would like a demented old 
lady to do. When Mrs. Botha is close enough to hug—the last thing currently on what was 
once her mind—Bella closes her eyes and stabs as hard as she can in the direction of her 
neighbour’s head, hoping to hit something. The knife enters Mrs. Botha’s right eye and 
travels into her brain three inches before coming to a stop. Blood gushes from the wound. 
The stab brings Mrs. Botha’s staggering forward advance to a halt. Bella opens her eyes, 
realises that there’s an old lady stuck to her knife, shudders, and pulls back, ripping the knife 
from Mrs. Botha, who stumbles forward, falling to the floor. 

Lying facedown on the ground, the old lady emits a whining sound. Bella’s mind, now in 
a frantic spin, stands shivering, the knife held up in front of her face with both hands. Tears 
start flooding, her body shaking. 

“Please stay down. Please stay down,’ she whimpers, her eyes fixed on the crooked body 
lying on the floor like roadkill. 

Mrs. Botha groans, then starts pushing herself up. The old lady seems determined to get 
at her prey. With great effort, the old lady comes to a standing position, her right eye a mash 
of red flesh, her left eye scanning what she hopes becomes dinner. 

Bella takes a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She wipes at her eyes to clear her 
vision, then grips the knife with renewed vigour. Mrs. Botha lunges towards Bella yet again, 


and Bella repeats her earlier move of simply stabbing the knife as hard as possible towards 


her ex-neighboutr’s face. This time the knife slips off the bridge of Mrs. Botha’s nose, entering 
into her left eye, but Bella doesn’t freeze. She pulls the knife free, and while Mrs. Botha’s 
body starts keeling forward, she stabs it into her face again, this time into her cheek. 

Low groans exit the mouth of the demented neighbour, her hands clawing at eyes no 
longer there, the body winding down. She falls forward in a heap in front of Bella, her body 
intermittently twitching for a minute, then shuts down, a mess of flesh, blood, saliva, and 
snot. 

Bella drops the blood-covered knife to the floor, brings trembling hands to her face, and 
bursts into tears, shock ripping through her system. Her hands are drenched in blood. She 
rubs tear-stained cheeks, mixing blood into the sorrow flowing down her face, then draws a 
deep breath and tries to steady her breathing. 

“Calm down,” she sobs. “Calm down!” 

Her brain kicks into gear, questions rushing in. 

What if Mr. Botha has the same disease? What is this disease? 

Bella realises she’s thinking of Mrs. Botha in the past tense because she, Bella, just killed 
her. If anybody had asked her a week before what her relationship with her neighbours was 
like, she’d have spoken of them with glowing respect. In this surreal moment, however, her 
mind is battling to form a next action while simultaneously accusing her of having killed a 
neighbour. 

And her sister. She has to protect her sister. Where is Zoe? She’s at a friend’s house. Oh, 
God, what now? Oh, wait. No, the visit was cancelled. Zoe is upstairs. She’s in her room, 
playing with her dolls. 

Where’s dad? Dad should be home soon. Please, God, bring dad back home safely. Oh, 
God, please. She doesn’t reach an amen before a Volvo screams into their driveway. 

“Oh, thank you, God,” moans Bella, and she starts crying afresh. 

Jack jumps out of the car and runs towards the front door, bounds up the steps, and flings 
the bottom half of the door open, screaming, “Bella,” before noticing her standing at the far 
end of the kitchen, covered in blood. He rushes towards her, then notices what looks like a 
heap of trash lying at Bella’s feet, a pool of blood forming around it. 

He freezes, taking in the scene, his eyes darting from what he now knows is a body to his 
daughter, struggling to paint the picture of what’s happened in the last half an hour. 

“Where’s Zoe?” Jack says as he approaches Bella and envelopes her in a hug, her head 


shaking with terror on his shoulder. 


“She’s upstairs,’ says Bella, stepping back from her dad to wipe tears from her eyes. 

Jack turns to look at the body, asking, “What happened here? Who is this?” 

“Mrs. Botha, daddy. She came tumbling into the kitchen over the door and attacked me.’ 

“Where’s Matthew?” 

“T don’t know, daddy.” 

Bella wants to start crying, but Jack grips her, placing his hand behind her head and 
whispering, “It’s okay. You did the right thing. There’s nothing you could have done. Don’t 
worry about Matthew. He’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. He'll be here soon.” 

He lets go of his daughter’s shaking body and smiles at her. He looks her up and down, 
his face taking on a serious countenance. In as gentle a voice as possible, he says, “Get 
yourself cleaned up, my girl. Something’s happening. Something bad. Don’t know what, but 
it’s bad.” 

Jack whispers the last sentence, strides to the door, closes it, turns the key, and slides on 
the lock, then moves to the windows in the living room, closes them, and draws the curtains. 
He strides towards the landing of the staircase, calls for Bella to join him, waits for her as she 
shuffles towards him, not rushing her, wanting her to find her feet, to move, to face reality, 
and when she starts descending, follows after, glancing back, as if checking to see if Mrs. 
Botha hasn't risen to once more go on the offensive. She’s still lying deathly quiet. 

Bella is halfway up the stairs when she spots Zoe, curled up on one of the steps. She 
stretches her arms towards her little sister. Zoe’s eyes swell when she sees Bella splotched 
with dabs of red. She closes her eyes and squeezes her face into her legs, tightening the grip 
around her legs. 

“It’s okay, Zoe,’ Bella murmurs, trying to pacify her sister. 

Jack places a hand on Bella’s arm, gently nudges her, and motions for her to go back 
down the steps to lock the security gate. When Bella is out of the way, he moves towards Zoe, 
scoops her up, and carries her up the steps, whispering encouragement as he takes each step 
slowly. 

What about Matthew? thinks Bella. Where is he? He was supposed to be here early this 
morning. Why didn’t he pitch up? He never replied to your WhatsApp message. Oh, God, 
where’s Matthew? Will I ever see him again? Will he be normal when I see him again? What if 
he tries to attack me? 

She heads for her room, picks up her phone, charging on her bedside table, and flicks the 


screen. There’s a missed call from Matthew. She presses the notification and calls back. The 


phone rings, but there’s no answer. 

“Answer, Matthew,’ she begs, but the phone keeps ringing. 

She presses the red button, then opens her WhatsApp. There’s a bunch of messages from 
friends, but the only message she wants to read is one from Matthew. There’s nothing. 

Jack enters her room, a crying Zoe on his hips, her head dug into his shoulder. 

“Did you get hold of Matthew?” 

“No, daddy,” she sobs. 

Amid screeching outside, they hear the roar of a diesel engine approaching. It’s 
Matthew’s bakkie. Bella knows the sound well. She starts moving towards the door of her 
room, but Jack places a firm hand on her arm, beckoning Bella to take Zoe from him. 

“Tl go. Stay here. Take Zoe.’ 

Jack hands over Zoe, heads for his room, opens a cupboard door, reaches in, turns the 
dial on a small wall-mounted safe, opens the safe door, removes a Glock 9mm along with a 
clip, removes the clip inside the pistol, checks to see both clips are loaded, slides one into the 
Glock, and places the weapon in the back of his pants. 

There’s a knock at the door, followed by Matthew shouting, “Open up! Someone, open 
up! Please!” 

Jack runs down the steps, fishes for keys in his pocket, opens the security gate, and rushes 
to the front door. He turns the key in the door, flings open the top half, and sees a bewildered 
Matthew, still in his wetsuit, standing like a wet kitten outside the door, wheel spanner in one 
hand, glancing back to see a bloodied Mr. Botha slowly advancing across the street. Jack 
swings the door open and pulls Matthew in before slamming the door and locking it. They 
hear Mr. Botha shuffling up the steps, followed by scratching at the door, accentuated by 
moans that can only be ascribed to a man in the throes of death. 

“Glad you joined us, Matthew,” says Jack, and he envelops Matthew in a hug, Matthew’s 
wet wetsuit causing a chill to run through Jack, who’s too overwhelmed with relief that his 
girls and the love of his oldest are safe and with him in the same house to be bothered. 

Matthew returns the hug, then removes his arms from around Jack, moves away, and 
asks, “What’s happening, Jack? I went for a surf, and when I got out of the water, there were 
people chasing others around on the beach and in the parking lot. Some couldn't get away, 
and—” 

Matthew’s words dry up. He takes a deep breath, then sputters, “Jack, they were eating 


their own families.” 


Jack turns his head away from Matthew, then back again. 

“I don't know, Matt. I don’t know.” 

Jack sighs and shakes his head, trying to rid himself of the images of loving men tackling 
their wives and children, biting into their flesh, followed by screams of agony, more tackling, 
a cacophony of screams, and chaos ripping through the parking lot at Fountains Mall. The 
thought of driving over one of those things—someone he knew—still lingers in his mind. He 
was fortunate to not be caught inside the mall. He wasn’t carrying a handgun, and even 
though he is trained in hand-to-hand combat, the army never taught him how to fight 
something that has no fear of death, no concept of death, and no concept of self, it seems. 

“I managed to duck most of them,” says Matthew, his eyes wide, “but had to punch Koffie 
with my surfboard. The dude started attacking me. His face was bloody, Jack. Hands too. 
Blood all over. It seems he'd already had a bite to eat and was looking for more. Huge holes in 
his neck and chest too, yet, still moving.” 

Matthew drops his head, tears forming in his eyes. 

“Is Bella okay?” he asks, guilt sweeping over him. 

“She’s fine, Matthew. Zoe too. They're upstairs.” 

Jack’s voice takes on a calm tone. 

“Hey, Matt, it’s okay. We're all safe. It’s not your fault. We’re okay. That’s all that matters. 
We'll figure out the next move. Follow me upstairs.” 

When the two men reach the landing on the stairs, Jack’s phone rings. He removes the 


phone from his pocket, looks at the screen, and presses the green button. 


Hungry family 


A frown folds into his forehead. He places an elbow on his desk, lifts his hand to his head, and 
rubs his temples. The dim laptop screen beckons him silently to carry on. His dishevelled hair 
and scratchy beard give him the appearance of an enlightened Renaissance scientist cum 
theologian. 

Throughout the week, he’s seen the sovereignty of God unfold at his fingertips. He just 
needs to add the finishing touch to his sermon. Outside, the light is growing dim, and the sun 
is edging towards a new day elsewhere. Fatigue sets in his eyes, and he decides to take a 
mental break by staring out the window. 

He casts his eyes towards the Hanekam mountains on the horizon. It’s for this reason that 


he moved his office to the top floor of their house. Viewing the Hanekam from his own home 


had been a teenage dream. One of the classrooms at his high school, Brandwag, in Uitenhage, 
allowed him a view of the Hanekam, a view he told himself he’d love to enjoy from a home in 
Jeffrey’s Bay. 

Strangely enough, his dream was realised when he bought this house in Pride of India at 
the back of Jeffrey's Bay. Now, whenever he felt overwhelmed by the daunting task of 
completing a sermon, he’d stare out the window and think back to the days he dreamed of 
owning a house with a view of the Hanekam. The Lord works in mysterious ways. 

He closes his eyes and lets out a weary sigh. The morning’s clash with Douglas, followed 
by the counselling session with the newly-weds bent on divorce, has left him exhausted. By 
the grace of God and the joyful disposition of his wife, teenage daughter, and son, he manages 
to make it through most days content. Today, however, is more difficult. 

A roaring noise emanates from the kitchen downstairs, and he longs to push back his 
office chair, get up, saunter down the steps, and join in what must be his family having a blast 
preparing a meal. He can’t. He’s almost there. The final touch of God’s salvation plan through 
Christ must be told. But another round of shrills reaches his ears, and he decides he might as 
well take a break to enjoy his family while both his children are still living with them. “That 
will soon change,” he muses to himself, and smiles. 

His eye catches a neighbour, Thomas, running from Wynand’s yard into the street, half 
naked. The octogenarian seems to be foaming from the mouth. He stumbles to the ground, 
tearing open knees, elbows, and palms, only to get up, start running, and fall down again, 
undeterred by his broken skin. Wynand shudders at the scene. Thomas seems to be bleeding 
from the neck too. In fact, it seems like he’s suffered a major gash to his head, with blood 
covering his white head. 

The ruckus from the kitchen intensifies. The laughter seems to have reached a fever 
pitch. Wynand calls to his wife through the closed door of his office. She usually hears and 
responds by shouting back. Thomas needs help, and Thomas’s frail wife will be distraught at 
seeing her husband in this state. 

“Babes,” he calls again while pushing back his chair, but his family seems enveloped in 
their joy. He gets up from his chair, leans on the desk with both hands, and stretches over his 
desk towards the window to see if Thomas is still in view, but Thomas has disappeared up the 
road. 

Wynand calls again, but the laughter has turned into a strange cacophony of screeches 


and moans. 


“Babes, we have a situation,” he calls. 

He turns around, takes a few strides to his office door, and opens it. When he steps out 
onto the landing in front of his office, he sees his wife bounding up the flight of steps, her 
face covered in red. Blood gushes from a deep wound in her neck. Halfway up the steps, she 
spots him and comes to a stop. She lets out a deep snarl and continues clambering up, falling 
down, and getting up again. Then he sees his daughter and son behind her, clawing their way 
up the steps, tearing and biting at each other like dogs fighting over a piece of meat. When 
they reach their mother, they yank at her neck, and she tumbles back onto them, sending the 
three of them crashing down the stairs. 

“Oh Jesus, oh Lord,” Wynand murmurs a prayer, “oh Lord, what’s happening? What is 
this?” 

His heart races. He clutches a hand to his chest and takes a step back into his office. He 
sticks his head out the door to look down the flight of steps, his brain struggling to accept the 
message his eyes are sending. They’re heading up the stairs again—a psychotic comedy of 
thrashing limbs, snarling, biting, and barking. 

He pulls back into his office and slams the door, then jams his office chair under the door 
handle. Moments later, the door starts shaking. The banging goes on for half an hour before 
it subsides, with Wynand all the while pacing his office, throwing his hands up in despair. A 
David complaining in the ears of his God. 

When it quietens down, he places his ear to the door to see if he can hear anything. 
Although the thrashing and banging have stopped, he can hear heavy breathing on the other 
side. 

He decides to contact the only person he knows who can help, reaches for his mobile on 
the desk, looks up the name on WhatsApp, and presses the call button. 

The voice on the other end seems tired, but not surprised. 


“Hello Wynand. How can I help?” 


Family killed 


“When I exit the vehicle, move to the driver’s side. If anything approaches, drive away. Stay 
inside the car. Do not let the girls out. Don’t ram anything. Keep the car in one piece. Do not 
roll down the windows. Do not attempt to help anyone. You got that?” 

Jack rattles off the commands, Matthew gawping at him, nodding and replying, “Yes, sir,” 


at each command. 


The sun is setting, a line of yellow edging the Hanekam mountains on the horizon. 

Jack’s battle-mode cold eyes turn soft as he turns to the girls in the back seat and calmly 
says, “Bella, Zoe, you stay in the car, okay? Zoe, you'll be fine, my girl. Matty will look after 
you. Okay?” 

Zoe’s bawling has subsided to a snivel; the fear cried out of her, confusion settled. 

“Yes, daddy,’ she whimpers, wiping tears from her eyes. 

Bella sits mute, spatters of blood hardening on her shocked, exhausted face. The episode 
with Mrs. Botha has left an impression on her. Quite literally. 

Jack casts his eyes around outside, and when he’s satisfied the coast is clear, he opens the 
door. Once outside, he removes the Glock from behind his back, keeping it low in one hand. 
With the other hand, he gently closes the door of his Volvo, bends down, looks into the 
vehicle, and motions to Matthew. Matthew slides across from the passenger’s seat and makes 
himself comfortable behind the steering wheel, checking the rearview mirror to see Bella. 

Jack looks up to see Wynand standing by the window of his study on the top floor. The 
two lock eyes. Jack nods at Wynand, and Wynand drops his head. 

Jack stalks up the driveway to the front door entrance, all the while scanning the area. 
When he reaches the front door, he takes a deep breath and feels the door handle. It’s locked. 
He puts his head to the door and clearly hears a growling sound inside. It must be coming 
from upstairs. They know Wynand is inside that room, and as long as they can smell him, 
they'll want him. 

A quick assessment leads him to conclude that he’d be able to kick the door open. The 
Glock is deadly at close range, but if there’s too much distance between him and the threat, 
missing is far easier than a John Wick movie makes it out to be. He cannot take that chance. 
His confidence must not give way to folly. 

You have some time, Jackie-boy. Don’t be too hasty, he thinks. 

He takes a step back and launches his right leg at the door. As predicted, the weak door 
lock gives way, and the door swings open. The growling turns louder and is now joined by 
footsteps bounding down the steps. Jack steps into the foyer, lifts the Glock with his right 
hand, places his left hand over his right, and closes his left eye. The foyer leads directly into 
the living room. The upper floor is reached by a flight of stairs that make a sharp left turn 
down, leading into the foyer and living room. Jack decides to capitalise on the sharp turn in 
the staircase. He runs a few steps to the bottom of the staircase, his Glock still in front of him, 


and spots the three monsters in the bend of the staircase. 


Three shots ring out in the house. Matthew drops his head, then looks up at where 
Wynand is standing. The pastor goes pale, and two hands shoot up to cover his face. Those 
three shots just took his life. Matthew knows his pastor will never be the same after this. But 
he knows Wynand is a strong man. He will always put up a brave face, no matter what. 


Another three shots follow. Matthew spots movement up the road. 
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Sunday, 26 January, 2020 


Discussions 


Gone idea. We can’t stay here. Too open, no water, and expansion will be a problem.” 


Wynand nods in agreement at Stefan’s words, his eyes gazing at the Cockscomb 
mountain. It’s been over a month since his family’s death, and their group of people has seen 
a significant increase over the last few weeks. 

So the secret to church growth is a massive global zombie outbreak, he thinks, smiling at 
the irony of their situation. 

His study, where a month ago he had worked on his last sermon before hunkering down 
to hide from his wife and two children, had been turned into a meeting room, with a table 
removed from the dining room and moved here to serve as the Round Table for a handful of 
troubled apostles, spreaders of the good news of hope within the madness. They baptised 
Wynand’s study, The Upper Room. It would soon be their last supper at Wynand’s house. The 
promise of a better future lurked around the corner, waiting to be grabbed and choked into 
submission. And from the days of John the Baptist until now, the Kingdom of Heaven suffereth 
violence, and the violent take it by force. 

The group is made up of Jack, Mark, a Parabat with a love for fellow man and nature; 
Wynand, the group’s spiritual leader—much like what Paula White was to Donald Trump, 
with a better hermeneutic (and a better leader); Stefan, a cool-headed ex-Cisco network 
engineer and lover of firearms; Jaco, the quintessential badass, long, prematurely grey beard 
and tattoos giving him the appearance of a Hell’s Angels outcast; and Lunga, a Zulu from 


KZN who found himself in Jeffreys Bay when the outbreak occurred, skilled at using his 


panga but preferring a traditional assegai in combat. 

“T agree.” 

It’s Mark, carefully balancing the tips of the fingers of both hands against each other, 
pensively glancing around the table. 

“Time we move. Seaviews resort. Great place. Big enough for 500 people, maybe 600. 
There’s a borehole; good security fence; orchard; community hall too; even a swimming 
pool.” 

Jack glances around the table at the earnest faces of the men who'd become his cabinet. 
It’s a wartime counsel made up of wartime counsellors—men who understand that special 
times call for action, not words—not like the ANC government, which used to “strongly 
condemn” all sorts of actions, but only in words. Cowards who lined their pockets at the 
expense of their own people and conveniently pinned their multitudinal failures on 
apartheid. 

These are real men—men who put the needs of their people before themselves and do so 
sacrificially, sometimes not tasting the fruit of their sacrifices, silently plodding on, doing 
their duty, not seeking anthems written about them and statues erected in their honour. 

The men wait silently for their leader to give his input. 

Jack, not one to speak too soon, makes sure everyone’s attention is on him before saying, 
“Recon first, gentlemen. See if it’s feasible. Mark, Lunga, the two of you will join me on a 
mission downtown. I know you're champing at the bit to get going, but we can’t just up and 
leave. We have little ones and old people to worry about. Can't just load them into vehicles 
and trek down to Seaviews.” 

He leans back in his chair, stretches back, and braids his hands together behind his head. 

“Not a long mission. Down and back. I know we can’t stay here much longer. Our 
numbers are growing rapidly. But first, a recon mission.” 

“I’m keen. When?” says Mark, sitting back in his chair, folding his arms. 

“Good,’ replies Jack. “Lunga?” 

Lunga nods in agreement. A man of few words. 

“Tomorrow morning.” 

The men smile, happy with their boss’s decision. 

Jack stretches his arms out above his head, almost yawning. “Pack water. Light lunch. And 
some machetes. Won't be a long trip. Most of the way down is clear, but we don’t know 


what’s waiting for us downtown. 


“Anything else on the agenda?” 

Jack raises his eyebrows, scanning the faces of his subordinates. 

“Edenglen,’ says Mark. 

Jack leans forward, puts his hands together, resting his arms on the table, looks at Lunga, 
and frowns. 

“What about it?” 

Mark looks at Lunga and nods. 

Lunga, the night prowler, the one who cannot stay home like a good little boy, has much 
to say about his nighttime discoveries. 

“Something’s going on at Edenglen, Jack. Been keeping an eye on developments there. 
Guy behind it is a middle-aged man who farmed in the Tsitsikamma region, moved to 
Jeffrey's Bay before the outbreak, and moved into Edenglen not long after the outbreak. 
Name’s Abel.” 

The reaction from Jack is barely visible. A twitch. A quick stiffening of the jawline. Most 
of the men don’t notice it, but Wynand does. The name Abel seems vaguely familiar to him— 
perhaps a connection to their church from many years ago. Jack knows the man. Wynand is 
sure of it, but he leaves it be. If Jack wants to discuss anything or has any concerns or worries, 
he knows this is the best place to do so among his trusted counsellors. If, however, he keeps 
quiet about it, that’s his right. 

“T don’t think there’s anything to worry about, Lunga,” says Jack, almost too eager. 

“Perhaps a good thing that someone’s setting up camp here,’ he continues, trying to 
sound positive. 

Lunga points out the obvious elephant in the room. 

“If it were such a good thing, they’d not be as hostile as I’d experienced them.” 

“Hostile,” asks Jack, frowning. 

“Let’s just say they weren’t happy to see a black man stalking around their place in the 
middle of the night.” 

The men chuckle at Lunga’s joke, struck by the irony. 

“What did you expect, Lunga?” asks Jack with a smile, “a welcome cake?” 

Lunga smiles back, choosing not to push the issue any further. He'll discuss the details 
with Jack later. For now, he’s happy that he’s informed his boss. 

Jack pushes back from the table and lays back in his chair again. 


“Look, what are we gonna do, go over there and tell them to stop whatever they’re doing? 


We can't, and we can't be angry at them for being angry at a stranger wandering around their 
place at who knows what hour of the night. 

“If they want to build a compound, leave them be. As long as they’re peaceful, we'll 
reciprocate. There’s no post-apocalyptic guidebook prohibiting the building of compounds 
or anything inside a compound.” 

The men nod at Jack’s words, once again happy with their leader’s assessment. 

There’s a knock at the door, which creaks open. Marie’s head pops in to announce 
lunchtime. The men get up from their chairs, stretch, and amble downstairs, where the living 
room, dining room, kitchen, and backyard are filled with people. Timon, Ruben, and 
Matthew have taken their position at the front of the house, their turn for security duty. 

Jack is glad to see a number of young, healthy men join their clan. They'll be needed for 


security at Seaviews. For recon missions, too. And later, for breeding. 
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Sunday, 23 February, 2020 


Building project 


Yau be proud of your daddy, my little girl. You'll sit beside me, ruling these people— 


these dumb sheep who know no better than to do as they’re told. I’m coming for you, my girl. 
Hang on. 

The sound of a labouring bulldozer pushes the thoughts of a reunion from his mind. 

He turns to the woman standing beside him and smiles. But it’s not a friendly smile. It’s 
what keyboard warriors called a microaggressive smile back when Facebook was the chosen 
battlefield for many brave cowards. 

“Sandra,” he murmurs, “how long until this development is complete?” 

What he doesn’t say, and what Sandra hears as clear as daylight, is that the project is 
taking too long, and that he will not tolerate it; that he will personally see to it that examples 
are made of those who do not perform up to what he considers standard. 

“Abel,” she calmly replies, subduing the tinge of irritation that creeps into her voice, 
“we're moving as quickly as possible, given the current state of things.’ 

She pouts, smiles, tilts her head to one side, so her straight blonde hair falls elegantly onto 
her shoulder, and softly places a hand on his arm, hoping to pacify the monster she sees 
raising its head from what’s been a relatively calm ocean the last few days. 

Abel, however, is not to be pacified today. He grits his teeth, pulls away the arm Sandra is 
touching, places his hands behind his back, and weaves together his fingers tightly. It’s that, 
or weave his hands around Sandra’s throat. 


Abel sweeps his eyes across the estate. To his left is the housing section, once only 


available if you were 50 years of age or older, now home to all sorts of people, young and old, 
with vastly different backgrounds. Below the housing section is a horse riding ring, 
overgrown with grass, the remains of a horse skeleton lying in the sun. To his right, a green 
meadow rolls for a few hundred metres before it terminates at the Wild Fig restaurant, once 
purveyors of fine food, now dilapidated. In front of him, the development of the crown of 
Edenglen is taking shape, much too slowly for his liking. But what can he do? He has to work 
with the men he’s been given, even if they’re mostly useless. 

And then there’s this woman who knows everything. What was that joke? I don’t need 
Google; I’m married. Abel smirks at the thought of marrying Sandra. He’d probably kill her 
within a week. It’s a constant battle to keep her under control. But she’s sexy. And young. And 
willing. She has ambition, and if used correctly, she'll do as she’s told. Just need to keep an eye 
on her. 

Near the top end of the compound, a man shoves the nose of a bulldozer through soil, 
piling up heaps and levelling a large area beside the housing section. Men wearing overalls 
pick, shovel, and dig the earth on the perimeter, while others carry metal sheets to a heap 
forming above where the work is taking place. A bunch of ants scurrying to get their nest 
finished. 

Abel’s face contracts into a frown. 

“You need to speed up the work, Sandra. I want this done soon.” 

Sandra, a tall blonde with a confident, thin face, a lovely straight nose, flashing blue eyes, 
and fair skin, smiles a dangerous cherry red smile, her full lips inviting, and touches Abel’s 
arm. He looks at her, desire welling up in him. Her keen blue eyes fix on his, her stance 
oozing confidence. 

“You worry too much, Abel,” she purrs with her sultry voice. “We'll be finished soon. This 
is not my first building project, you know. 

“Just remember to reward the men for their efforts.” 

Abel steps away from Sandra, his fingers still woven together behind his back, turns to 
Sandra, and drops his head, lifting it again. The monster has emerged. Sandra knows 
immediately that her words will not go unchallenged, probably by some physical show of 
dominance. 

“They're getting housing, Sandra,’ he spits. “What else could they possibly want in these 
godforsaken times? 


He lifts his hands, as if showing off his kingdom to a visitor. 


“Where in the world will you receive a house in such a fine setting for doing a little 
construction work?” 

Sandra smiles again, her confidence shaken. She clears her throat before meekly replying 
with a soothing, calm-down-you-monster voice, “I know, Abel. They're getting a good deal. 
Just come through with your promise.’ 

Abel snorts, Sandra’s spunk raising his hackles. 

“Tl come through. If they deliver as promised, Ill come through.” 

Abel turns to face the work, bends down, picks up a blade of long grass, and sticks it in 
his mouth, staring at the bulldozer. 

“That bloody idiot doesn’t know how to work a bulldozer. I'll have to show him how it’s 
done.’ 

He steps towards where the bulldozer is ploughing another heap of earth, but Sandra 
grabs him by the arm. 

“Abel, you promised.” 

Abel comes to a stop, clenching his jaw, a grin forming on his face. He turns to Sandra 
and murmurs, “Okay, I'll leave you to work.’ 

Sandra pouts a smile, her confidence returning as quickly as it left. 

“Do you need more security out here? I don’t want the men to have to stop their work.” 

“We're fine,” says Sandra, smiling confidently. “These men are adept at handling an 
attack.” 

She crosses her arms and, as if speaking to a naughty child, says, “Why don’t you go check 
on the carpentry crew?” 

Abel presses his lips together, drops his head, and eyes Sandra with a frown. 

“Sandra,” says Abel, her name a whisper slithering out of a mouth ready to strike, his eyes 
fixed on the idiot on the bulldozer, “let me be clear about one thing: I give the orders here.’ 

He turns, steps to Sandra, bites his bottom lip, smiles, gently takes her arm, and starts 
squeezing, increasing the pressure and draining confidence from Sandra’s face, who bites her 
lip and fights the urge to let out a scream. 

“You're a sly fox,” murmurs Abel. “I know your game. But I can also play.’ 

He keeps his smiling eyes fixed on Sandra’s anxious face. Sandra drops her head, agony 
bursting from her arm. She lets out a soft moan, a dog being disciplined by a vicious owner, 
before Abel loosens his grip and starts softly rubbing the spot he clenched. A father pacifying 
the child he disciplined. 


“You wouldn't cross this old dog, would you, Sandra, eh?” Abel whispers in a mockingly 
caring tone. 

Sandra manages a meek, “No, Abel, you know I...” 

Pain floods into her throat. 

He removes his tender touch from her arm, turns around, and strides off towards the 
houses, shouting at a man abusing a shovel. 

Sandra rubs her arm, clears her throat, and forces the pain from her mind. Her eyes trail 
Abel as he disappears behind the first house. A shiver runs through her spine. She shakes her 
head, runs her fingers through her lush hair, and clears her throat. Then she starts towards 
the man on the bulldozer, who’s struggling to get the machine into gear. She must be 
confident when she approaches the idiot. Confident, but calm. She can’t let Abel get under 


her skin. 
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Wednesday, 1 April, 2020 


Recon mission 


I he dark scampers before the early morning sun rising over the bay. The neighbourhood 


is deathly quiet, the children still asleep, the breakfast crew not up yet. 

“Ready,” he whispers. 

Two dark silhouettes nod at Jack. 

Lunga strides down the driveway, looks up the road, then down. He nods at the men on 
security duty—three of them—walking the street in front of the house, half asleep. They nod 
back. It’s quiet. It’s been a while since they’ve had to deal with a threat, but they remain 
vigilant. 

Jack opens the driver-side door of his Volvo and slides in. Mark gets in on the passenger 
side and Lunga opens the backdoor and jumps in. He glances at the three pangas on the seat 
beside him, stretches out a hand, and runs a finger along one of the blades. 

“We'll head down Pride of India,” says Jack, “go past the Edenglen retirement village, 
down to da Gama Road, and head down it as far as we can; all the way if we can. I want to see 
what’s happening at Edenglen after your report the other night, Lunga. Want to know what 
Abel’s up to.” 

Jack cranks the starter, and the Volvo starts purring. Despite the dents from the 
Christmas shopping incident, the Volvo keeps running. 

He shifts the car into reverse and slowly backs down the driveway. The car glides down 
Pride of India, slowly making its way through the street. Jack knows where the obstacles are, 


of which there are hardly any in Pride of India. It was always a quiet street, even before the 


outbreak. 

One of the first things Jack had his men do once the zombie attacks started thinning out 
at Pride of India was to clear the surrounding area of obstacles that might be a hindrance in 
the event of an emergency. Where they'd go in the event of an emergency, Jack wasn’t sure, 
but clearing the neighbourhood gave the men a task to perform; hope for something better to 
come. Pride of India, Kersboom Avenue, Tristania Avenue, and other streets forming part of 
the same block, were cleared, but Jack warned the men not to get too industrious. Pride of 
India would be a halfway house, not a long-term home. The day of the exodus would come. 

Now it’s imminent. 

It’s been a while since Jack ventured out. Lunga, on the other hand, often goes on 
midnight recon missions. Says he likes the thrill. Although Jack feels itchy at one of his best 
men stalking around at night, Lunga has proved to be an invaluable source of information. 
Besides, the guy’s as tough as a honey badger. He can take care of himself. 

Lunga often returns with information about zombie activities farther afield than Jack 
legally allows his men to venture. He’d also dropped the bomb about Edenglen being Abel’s 
child last night. Jack hopes to approach Abel someday, but for now, he'll let the man get on 
with the job of establishing a new community. Perhaps, once they’re established at Seaviews, 
the two leaders can arrange a summit. Maybe even draw in the leader of the Lifestyle Estate 
group too. Lunga had brought Jack valuable intel about the latter group, too. A mysterious 
bunch. Might be worth looking at establishing a connection with them once they’re secure in 
their new home. 

The men sit in silence, the Volvo cruising slowly—Jack’s in no hurry—Mark and Lunga 
scanning the streets and houses as they go. When they get to the crossroads between Pride of 
India and Seetuin, Jack brings the car to a stop. Seetuin terminates at the back entrance of 
Edenglen, once a premier retirement village, which is surrounded by a high wall on this side 
of the entrance gate and a high fence starting on the other side. Piles of wood lay stacked 
beyond the gate, along with corrugated sheets. 

The Pride of India folks have been hearing noises lately. They know something’s cooking 
at Edenglen, but most don’t know what’s happening. Lunga’s information at last night’s 
leadership meeting is the most information they’ve received about developments. 

Jack was shocked to hear his old friend’s name, but kept his surprise to himself. He’d 
never been one for drama. The best way to keep the peace is to keep the peace. 


He notices the stacks of material, including corrugated metal sheets and wooden beams, 


beyond the wire fence gate and murmurs, “Seems like an ambitious project. Wonder what 
Abel’s building“ 

“They’re moving fast,” says Lunga. “This is the storage area. They’ve levelled a large piece 
of land below that. No idea what they’re building, but it’s something big. And they’re using 
big machines. They’re in a hurry.’ 

“One of the perks of a global zombie outbreak,’ comments Mark, “you can rent heavy 
equipment for a song.’ He turns his head to smile at Lunga, who returns the smile. 

Jack smirks at Mark’s remark and asks, “How close could you get, Lunga?” 

Lunga smiles at the thought of that evening. 

“T got into the village. Scaled the wall at the back here.” 

He points to the wall. 

“I moved down the main street quietly. Didn’t expect a security guard on a side street, 
though. Not a nice guy. When he spotted me, he started running at me. Waited for him, but 
when he started shouting for backup, let’s just say I thought I’d leave him for another time. 

“Not a friendly bunch,” asks Jack. 

“Doesn't look like it,” replies Lunga, “or they have a strange way of welcoming new folks.“ 

“Any case,’ Lunga continues, “scaled the wall back into Seetuin, and this time moved 
farther down, where I climbed the fence. Used to be electrified, but I don’t think they’ve 
gotten around to fixing it yet. I managed to keep a low profile. Spotted a bulldozer and 
excavator, shovels, picks; other building tools. They've already levelled a large field. Must 
have been a tough job. Jeffreys Bay’s pretty much built on a stone bed.” 

Jack smiles a sad smile and murmurs, “I know Abel.” 

He murmurs it with reserve, as if testing to see what effect the information will have on 
his two comrades. 

The two others raise their eyebrows, glance at each other, and look at Jack. 

“Oh,” says Mark, surprised, “how?” 

“We go back a long time. Abel... let’s just say he’s lost his way. I hope not too much. 
Hopefully, we can forge an amicable relationship with him. But that’s a future goal. Not now. 
For now, let sleeping dogs lie.” 

Jack nods at the rearview mirror and says, “You did the right thing running.” 

The three men sit in silence for a minute. Jack puts the Volvo in gear, and they slowly 
drive off, down Pride of India, into Wonderboom. But instead of taking a left and passing the 


entrance of Edenglen, Jack thinks it wise to avoid confrontation and turns right. He heads up 


Wonderboom and takes a left into Dr. AD Keet Road, left into Firethorn Avenue, right into 
Wonderboom again, near the bottom of the front of Edenglen, then right into Dr. Mike 
Heroldt Street. 

Jack is surprised to see most of these streets cleared as well. He’s not the only man with 
hope for the future, it seems. They wind their way to Poplar Street, where they once again get 
in touch with their current reality. They pass a few zombies, but Jack’s content to let them 
run into the car, scratching and moaning. 

He drives around cars standing in the middle of the road, some of whose doors are still 
open, a sign of people having fled. Out of the frying pan, into the fire, goes the old adage. 
Since the outbreak occurred in the heart of the Christmas season, many of the vehicles have 
Gauteng, Free State, Western Cape, and KZN number plates. Jeffreys Bay: the holidaymaker’s 
nightmare. 

From Poplar, he takes a right onto da Gama Road. Even before the outbreak, the main 
road in Jeffreys Bay, which stretches all the way from one side of town to the other, was a 
pitfall of potholes. Now they have to contend with a road that has worsened, if that is even 
possible, as well as vehicles blocking some parts. Jack manages to manoeuvre through and 
around the cars dolloped around the road. The Volvo does a far better job than his late wife’s 
BMW would have, he thinks. A Jimny would have been superior, but it is a little small for 
three men to venture out in comfortably. 

The town is a shadow of its former self. Well-known restaurants now sit empty, with 
broken windows and old signs selling holiday specials to no one but the odd zombie. Parking 
lots are filled with vehicles going nowhere. Not a soul can be spotted on the once-packed 
beaches. Not a human soul, in any case. Whatever those other things are, they're roaming 
everywhere. Do they have souls? Can they feel pain? So far, everything indicates that they’re 
void of sentience. Jack doesn’t know for sure, though, but he’s not going to sit down to have a 
discussion. 

The slow slog down da Gama takes them past landmarks they loved in former days 
before reaching Drommedaris Street, where they take a right turn up the street towards the 
bottom entrance of the Seaviews resort. The coast is largely clear. Jack brings the Volvo to a 
stop in front of the large gate at the Seaviews entrance. It’s closed. 

“We going in,” asks Jack. 

Mark answers by opening his door, smiling at Jack, and stepping out of the vehicle. It 


doesn’t take Lunga long to follow suit. He opens his door, climbs out, bends down, and 


reaches for the pangas. Jack switches off the vehicle and gets out. Lunga hands his comrades a 
panga each. They scan the area. Down the street, a zombie starts sniffing the air, then turns 
his head towards where the car is parked and runs. 

Lunga takes a boxer’s stance, his panga held out in front of him, flanked by Mark and 
Jack. When the zombie is within two steps of Lunga, he lunges forward and drives the panga’s 
blade through the thing’s neck, causing its body to jerk forward before Lunga pulls back, and 
it falls to the ground, twitching. Jack and Mark ease their stance, and Lunga sighs with relief, 
adrenaline giving him the hit he desires. 

“Nice job,” says Mark with a smile. 

“Thanks.” 

The men amble to the entrance of the compound, holding their pangas low in one hand. 
Mark pulls at the gate, and it slides with effort on its track, opening slowly. The three men 
step through and survey the resort. There’s enough accommodation for five to six hundred 
people to call it home. 

It’s a strange development, with various types of housing, including a section with 
wooden chalets, a section with wooden shacks, and a section with brick houses; a typical 
South African town, with upper, middle, and lower middle class developments, but crammed 
into a small space. It’s perfect. The whole compound is enclosed by a high wall. In the middle 
is a community hall with a kitchen and a swimming pool. At the back of the resort is a large 
orange grove. A strange thing to behold in a town, made possible by the on-site borehole. 

They walk up the narrow road past the dilapidated tennis courts towards the swimming 
pool when a thing wearing a Hawaiian shirt and tattered board shorts comes shuffling out of 
the communal area, mouth gaping and arms hanging loosely by its side. It’s a walker, and 
Mark makes quick work of putting it out of its hungry misery. He leaves the body where it 
falls. They'll clean up the place when they move here. 

“Oh, I love it, daddy, it’s perfect,’ says Lunga in a mock girlish voice. “When are we 
moving?” 

Jack smiles, and Mark guffaws. 

“T guess there’s no reason to wait. Our numbers will soon be unmanageable.” 

“Let’s head back,’ says Mark, “and share the gospel of the promised land with the others.” 

Lunga laughs. 

“Bringing good news of great tidings.’ 


Jack smiles at his comrades. This is indeed the promised land. And his people will follow 


him here, and they'll build a place of milk and honey. A new, secure life, free from fear of the 
miscreants roaming the streets. They'll form bonds with other compounds, too. Abel and the 
Edenglen crew, when the time is right. Maybe what happened to Lunga was simply a 
misunderstanding. Jack hopes so. In these strange times, they don’t need the splintered 
politics that was a mark of pre-outbreak societies across the globe, driven by blood-hungry 
media on the left and right. 

“Let’s go,” murmurs Jack contentedly. 

He turns around, puts his free hand in his trouser pocket, drops his head, and strolls 
towards the Volvo, thoughts of a bright future blazing through his mind. Mark and Lunga 
follow their faithful leader to the car, happy that he’s made up his mind. 

The men get into the car, and Jack pushes the Volvo’s ignition button. When the vehicle 
comes to life, he says, “Let’s drive up to Fountain’s Mall. Check out the route we'll take on the 
day of the exodus. 

“Mark, tomorrow you, Stefan, Ruben, and Andre take the Jimny and retrace the route 
we're about to take. Make sure the road is clear. We want the trek down to be uneventful.” 

Mark turns his head towards Jack and nods. When Jack reaches St. Francis Street, he 
takes a right and heads towards Woltemade Street, where he takes another right, driving 
slowly past the border of Seaviews to their right. He nods as they pass, convinced this is a 


good move for the future of Jeffreys Bay. South Africa. The world. 
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Monday, 1 June, 2020 


The trek 


A the kids here? Did they check all the houses?” 


Jack stands behind his chair at the Round Table in the Upper Room, his arms crossed, 
looking from man to man. The hit nineties movie, Home Alone, pops into his mind. In the 
movie, a family takes a vacation, only to find they’ve left one of their kids at home. The 
precocious kid, played by a young Macaulay Culkin, outsmarts would-be burglars a number 
of times. 

It won't be like that if they leave behind a child in this town. Nothing funny about 
fighting for your life against these creatures. This is not a Christmas comedy featuring Joe 
Pesci. 

“What about the women?” 

Mark nods, scratching his arm, an itch developing in his heart. He wants to get going. 
The rest of the men sit with their arms crossed, all eyes on their leader. 

“Jack, the children are ready. The women are ready. The vehicles are ready. We can head 
out. We've cleared the road down to Seaviews. We should get going. It'd be good to arrive 
there before the end of the day. There’s a lot to be done that side, least of which is to ensure 
the whole resort is free of strays.” 

Jack turns towards the window, stepping to it to enjoy the view of the Cockscomb. He 
sighs and says, “Okay, men. Time’s come. Everyone knows what’s expected of them, right?” 

“We know the plan, Jack. It’s time,” smiles Wynand, getting up from his chair and moving 


towards his leader, placing an arm on his shoulder. “We should get going. But let me pray 


first.” 

The men at the table bow their heads and close their eyes. Jack, still facing the window, 
does the same before Wynand launches into a plea for protection and prosperity on their 
journey to the promised land. 

When Wynand says amen, he smiles at Jack, who returns the smile. Mark gets up from his 
chair, opens the door of the office, and lets the men file out. Jack and Wynand leave last. 
Wynand comes to a stop at the top landing, places a hand on the railing, and runs his fingers 
over the scratch marks. His heart jumps as memories of that day flood his mind. A blood 
stain on the carpet sparks a fresh nightmare. Wynand closes his eyes and shoots up a prayer 
to the Faithful One. 

“Lord, they’re with you now,” he whispers, hoping he’s right. 

The living room is crowded and sweltering with excitement. A few of the younger ladies 
have their hands full trying to keep the kids calm. The kitchen, likewise, is packed with 
people, as is the backyard. All the inhabitants of the houses around Wynand’s have gathered, a 
nation ready to conquer the desert under the leadership of Jack, their modern-day Moses. 
Some women are busy with last-minute food preparations. 

The men are checking vehicles, making sure everything is packed tightly on car roofs and 
inside trailers, eyes trained to look out for threats. 

Jack exits through the front door, along with Mark, then Lunga, then Stefan, then Jaco. 
Once outside, he commands the men to gather everyone outside in front of the house. Mark 
and Lunga make their way indoors, and before long, the people stream out, some of the kids 
bounding down the steps, ready for a wild adventure. 

The men quieten the crowd. Jack takes a stand across the road and addresses his people. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the big day has come.” 

He lifts his arms as he shouts the words, a smile on his face, and the people cheer. 

He lifts an arm to silence the crowd, then launches into a speech. 

“This won't be an easy trip. Might only be a few kilos, but the road is treacherous. Not 
just because of zombies. There are reports of roving bands too.” 

He stops, letting the words sink in. Some of the kids are already scratching their heads 
and shuffling their feet. It’s not going to be easy with kids acclimated to the current lay of the 
land. 

That’s the problem with tight security. When things are going well in a world gone mad, 


you have to constantly remind the children to be vigilant. 


Jack soldiers on with his speech. 

“Obey your leaders at all times. We'll move as slowly as possible. Do not exit your vehicles 
if we come to a stop. Do not get out to take a leak. If you need to go, keep it in or use a bottle. 
Keep your windows closed. Children and ladies enter the cars first. Men, make sure 
everything is in order before taking the wheel.” 

Jack throws a hand in the air, ending his speech with, “All right, let’s go,” to more cheers. 
Strangely, it feels like a big family going on a vacation to the ocean. Must have been what it 
felt like for many families who made their way to what turned into an ocean-side holiday hell 
just before the outbreak smacked whatever seaside Christmas holiday plans were brewing to 
the sidewalk and trampled them like a rabid elephant. 

Jack walks up the street to where he parked his Volvo earlier. Matthew joins him, opening 
the door for Bella, Zoe, and a friend of Zoe’s. When the ladies are safely inside the car, 
Matthew gets in on the passenger side, and when he’s in, Jack opens the door to the driver's 
side. He rests a hand on the car door while scanning down the street. When the last car door 
closes, he gets into the vehicle, starts it up, and proceeds up Pride of India. 

Jack crawls, keeping an eye on the snake of vehicles behind him. He had instructed the 
drivers to keep a good distance between vehicles, and for the most part, it seems they’re 
obeying his command. The road runs into Kameeldoring Street, where Jack takes a right. At 
the top of Kameeldoring, Jack turns left in the little hamlet of a street and stops before 
entering Seetuin Road, heading up towards the Vrieskas area. 

When Jack reaches the top of Seetuin, where Jakaranda Street leads out of town onto Old 
Cape Road, he comes to a stop again, checking his rearview mirror. When he’s satisfied 
seeing most of the vehicles, he opens his window, sticks out his arm, and shows a thumb’s up. 
The drivers behind him follow suit. He closes his window. So far, so good. The journey is 


turning out to be easier than he thought it would be. 


The kill 


Jack calmly removes the 9mm from where it’s strapped to his back, steps to the overturned 
vehicle, bends down, and puts two bullets into Marius’ head, the pistol making only a muffled 
sound thanks to the silencer. Marius grunts once, and his body, moments ago entering a 
convulsive state, goes limp, his arms falling down, his body hanging by his seatbelt. 

Thank God Marius was wearing his seatbelt when he turned. If he were able to exit the 


vehicle, chaos would have followed, and Jack would have been forced to kill more friends, 


something he doesn’t find pleasant. 

Marius’ wife, Karla, still stuck to her seat via seatbelt, starts whimpering. It’s better than 
the screams of earlier, at least. She won't understand. Not yet. She'll be angry at you, Jackie- 
boy, but she’ll know in time that you saved her life. And even if she doesn’t come to that 
realisation, that’s the truth. 

Jack casts a look at Lunga, standing a few metres away, on this side of the fence that 
creates a border between Victory Christian School and Seetuin Road. Lunga lunges forward, 
the blade of his panga severing another head on the other side of the fence. Beside him stands 
Stefan, holding up a 9mm, waiting for a threat to be close enough before he pulls the trigger. 
He’s well-trained. Calm and collected. Another thing goes down. Stefan’s pistol makes a 
seemingly innocuous muffled sound. Jack insisted that all firearm bearers use silencers. The 
last thing you want is to attract unnecessary attention. Next to Stefan stands Jaco, a long 
blade in one hand, looking like something out of a Kill Bill movie, his tattooed arm moving 
forward with a flash when the next zombie approaches the fence before it falls down with a 
groan. 

When the last zombie falls, the three men relax their fighting stance, their eyes scanning 
the Victory Church grounds for more threats. When they’re satisfied the coast is clear, the 
three men jog towards the vehicle, where Jack is on his knees, carefully cutting at the safety 
belt that’s keeping Karla from falling to the upturned car’s roof. Jaco grabs hold of one of the 
rear doors, Stefan doing the same on the other side of the vehicle. They force the doors open, 
go on their knees, mollify the terrified children, assuring them that they’re safe, and start 
cutting at the safety belts. 

When the four human inhabitants are free, Jack commands Jaco and Stefan to find them a 
ride. Jaco puts an arm around Karla, trying to comfort her shattered heart, and leads her away 
from her dead husband to a new life of sorrow. Stefan leads the kids down Seetuin Road, 
checking with each driver for a spot in their car. When all the children are safely inside a 
vehicle, Jaco and Stefan head for their respective vehicles, climb in, lock the doors, and await 
the next move. Like faithful AI robots, the job is done, so it’s into the shadows until the next 
hit is required. 

“We checking the boot?” 

“No. We need to move. Kids got a ride?” 

“Yes.” 

“What happened?” asks Jack, standing with his Glock in hand, looking at the overturned 


vehicle. 

Jack, leading the convoy of cars, saw only the end of a dramatic event in his rearview 
mirror. A car broke formation, shot onto the grassy stretch running parallel with Seetuin 
Road, struck a tree stump, and overturned. By the time he got to the vehicle, Lunga had 
already dispatched with the zombie that had capitalised on Marius’ broken window, leaving 
Jack to do the dirty work of offing a friend. 

“A zombie jumped the fence and ran into the road in front of my vehicle,” replies Lunga, 
lifting his hands as if to apologise for the event. 


“Marius saw it in his rearview mirror and must have gotten a fright. He accelerated and 


” 


“T saw the rest.” Jack cuts him off. 

Lunga nods. 

Jack puts his hands on his hips and turns to walk back to his vehicle, dropping his head 
like a runner who'd just completed a murderous marathon. 

He glances back. 

“That'll be all, Lunga. Thanks.” 

Lunga nods, jogs to his vehicle, and gets inside, locking the door behind him. 

The people are staring, Jackie-boy. Probably happy it’s not them that overturned a car. 
You know what’s gonna happen. Some will judge you, others revere you, but everyone’s going 
to respect you. It’s what they need. It’s what they crave. A strong leader who doesn’t hesitate 
when the job needs doing, however dirty the job is. You did what needed to be done. 

Jack reaches the front of the line of cars. Matthew is standing outside the driver’s door, 
the door open. 

“Why aren’t you inside the car, Matt? I told you to be ready, should something happen to 
me.’ 

Matthew drops his head, then squares his shoulders, looking straight into Jack’s eyes, 
desperate to show Jack that he’s a man ready for action—a man ready to defend Jack’s 
daughter; a man ready to build a nation; to defend his wife and raise up demon fighters; a 
man to be proud of. 

“I just wanted to make sure you're okay.’ 

“At the cost of my daughter’s safety?” 

Jack stands before Matthew, his head askance, not expecting a challenge from the young 


man. Matthew drops his head, defeated at having made the wrong choice. Not the kind of 


thing he’d have liked to happen before Bella. 

“Get in, Matt. I’m fine. Thanks for your concern.” 

There it is: the ointment after the spanking. Jack always does that. Never afraid to hand 
out a verbal flogging, but always ready to soothe. That’s why you like him, Matt. That’s why 
you want to be like him. He’s got power, but it’s under control. 

He smiles when Matthew strides to the other side of the vehicle, opens the door and 
slides in. The boy wants to prove himself. That’s good. But he also needs to learn obedience. 

When Matthew gets into the vehicle, his eye catches Bella’s. She smiles at him 
reassuringly, proud of her man for wanting to be brave. He pulls the safety belt across his 
body and clicks it in, a little boy too scared to make another mistake. 

Matthew glances at Jack, a tinge of fear welling up in him. Respect, he’d call it if asked 
about his thoughts on Jack’s actions. But he knows it’s fear. Perhaps a good fear. Fear leads to 
sound decisions. Wouldn’t want to cross Jack Rees. Jack sets a high standard. Everyone knows 
the man who marries Bella must have exceptional character. 

He'll be that man. Matthew Moore will be a man of outstanding character and prove 
himself the husband Bella deserves. Jack will be proud of him. You've got this, Matthew, he 
thinks. Soon she'll be yours, and then you'll start a family of stouthearted little zombie 
slayers. 

Jack gets into his car, starts up the vehicle, and continues the slow trek towards St. 
Francis Street, where he takes a left at the traffic circle. 

“Daddy, what happened?” asks Bella, curiosity getting the better of her. 

“Just an accident, my girl. Everything’s fine,” replies Jack. 

“Zoe, my girl, are you and Sophia hungry?” 

He changes the subject quickly. No need to get the little girls in a state of panic or fear. 

Zoe glances at Sophia, a shy little girl, her finger in her mouth. She shakes her head. 

“No, daddy, we're not hungry,’ replies Zoe with a melancholy tone. 

Zoe, seated in the middle at the back, is stretching herself out to stare out the window, 
her friend doing the same. The two girls are mesmerised by the deserted cars, broken-down 
walls, and shattered windows of the homes they pass. Their little minds cannot understand 
what happened to their town. Zoe doesn’t know Jeffreys Bay quite that well, but she knows 
she used to come to a friend’s house around this area and wondered why her friend no longer 


invited her for play dates. 


Arriving 


The entourage reaches Drommedaris Street, where the compound’s bottom entrance is, at 
noon. Jack’s Volvo comes to a stop in the same spot it did when they visited the compound 
exactly two months prior. Mark comes to a stop next to Jack, and the convoy forms two lines 
down Drommedaris Road. Jack exits his Volvo, stretches, and looks down the two lines of 
cars. He motions for Matthew to join him on a walk down Drommedaris. Matthew exits the 
vehicle and strolls around to Jack’s side, taking a stance by the man who, not an hour ago, had 
deftly pumped two bullets into a friend’s skull. 

Mark exits his vehicle, bends down, murmurs something to the inhabitants of the vehicle, 
and joins Jack and Matthew. 

“The coast looks clear,’ says Jack, eyes scanning, scanning, never resting. 

Matthew glances at the Volvo, where Bella is sitting in the back seat. He smiles at her, and 
she smiles back. She rolls down her window and softly says, “I love you.” Matthew’s heart 
jumps at the lips forming the words that flow like water from succulent lips he cannot wait to 
drink from again. The longing to be with Bella is turning into a need for permanence. Once 
they’re settled in the compound, he'll approach Jack with the big question. Everything 
indicates that Jack will be happy to give his daughter to Matthew. The future shines, despite 
the bleak circumstances they find themselves in. 

Jack motions for Matthew to take a walk to the back of the convoy. Check to see if 
everyone's okay. 

Matthew nods and starts the walk between the two lines of cars. When he reaches the 
end, near where Drommedaris crosses Jeffreys Street, he comes to a stop. Stefan exits one of 
the last vehicles, pistol in hand, ready for a surprise. The coast seems clear, and Matthew 
looks up the road. Jack and Mark are wrapped in conversation, and Matthew whistles to get 
their attention. When both look, Matthew gives a thumbs up. Jack nods in acknowledgement. 

“We need to get inside,” says Jack. 

Mark nods, replying, “need to check first. Make sure there aren’t any more surprises.” 

Lunga, Jaco, and Wynand exit their vehicles, ready to protect. Jack calls Matthew up the 
road. He comes running, and when he reaches Jack, Jack explains their plan to check the 
compound and that the rest of the men must stay and do what men do. Matthew nods, jogs 
back, and relays the message to the other men. 

Mark heads for the gate and starts sliding it open, Jack leaning in beside him. When the 


gate is fully open, Mark heads back to his vehicle, removes the panga from where he keeps it 


between the seat and handbrake, and joins Jack back at the gate. The two men saunter into 
the resort, Mark with his panga held in a sturdy grip and Jack with his pistol firmly gripped 
by his side. 

When the men return from their mission, happy that all seems well, Mark runs towards 


the men standing guard and tells them to get to their vehicles. The promised land is theirs. 
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Monday, 29 June 2020 


The life 


Ja. strolls down the single tarred lane towards the gate, hands in pocket, head high, eyes 


ready to greet passing compounders with the friendliness they've come to expect from their 
leader. The morning meeting with Mark, Stefan, Jaco, Lunga, and Wynand was good, the men 
having a shared vision that burns their hearts and heads and kicks their hands into action. 

Safety first, then progress, Jack had yet again hammered into their heads. No point in 
trying to build a compound with high member churn. Keeping the peace is paramount, of 
course. A compound divided won't stand against the onslaught washed in by an angry planet. 

Of course, where humans are, conflict grows like weeds. Jack is sometimes called in to 
arbitrate, but he has placed Wynand at the head of interpersonal relationships, something he 
excels at. Whereas Jack’s days are spent ensuring the compound grows and can cater to 
growth—taking a view of the forest and beyond—Wynand spends his days making sure the 
trees are watered, or, as they joke in private, Wynand is head of adult nappy changing. 

Mark performs his role as head of security with gusto. It’s an interim position, Mark 
always says. He prefers to follow, not lead. Mark’s still waiting for a Hannibal to show up, 
something Jack finds amusing since Mark’s understanding of historical military leaders 
seems entirely built on Wikipedia articles (no longer available), which Jack found suspicious 
at best. 

It’s been less than a month since they arrived at the compound, but the growth is tangible, 
both in numbers and spirit. Happiness is sprouting, which makes it easier for new outsiders 


to adopt and adapt, creating a healthy overall atmosphere. 


The path takes Jack from his home, situated in the brick-house section, past the 
community hall to the right, then the tennis courts on the left, down to the gate, beyond 
which is Drommedaris Road, and death. 

Compound housing consists of three sections: the brick house section, the wooden 
bungalow section, and the fibre cement house section. When Jack and his people first arrived 
at the compound, leadership determined that the old and infirm should inhabit the brick 
houses. It’s a practical decision, since the wooden bungalows have too many steps for the old 
people to manage successfully. 

The compound is wealth-agnostic, something Jack made clear when he purposefully 
allocated some of the fibre cement homes (jokingly referred to as cardboard boxes) to some 
members who were more affluent pre-breakout. The decision caused a stir, especially 
amongst the ones who drew what they considered the short end of the straw in a lottery they 
didn’t even partake in. Trying to bribe Jack didn’t work. Not only does fiat mean nothing, but 
property ownership as known in the old days is something of the past. Literally. 

Jack only smiled when he heard the murmurs boiling behind his back. He’s a bad leader. 
He’s got it in for some compound members. He’s on a power trip. The way things are going, 
they'll have a bipartisan political system in place soon. Jack welcomes the idea, but he doesn’t 
say it out loud. Let them figure it out as we go, Jackie-boy. Men are men, and they thirst after 
politics. Let them. They don’t have TVs to tell them what to think. This will give them 
something to do. 

Tilly's schnauzer comes running up the road, stiff-legged, a tiny wooden rocking horse 
with a bark, magically given life, and stops at Jack’s feet, sniffing his shoes. Tilly comes 
shuffling after, panting as she tries to keep up with her beloved little Cody, cheeks red, an 
embarrassed smile on her round face. 

“Cody, no! Cody, come here! Good morning, Jack,” she says apologetically, breathing 
heavily. “I don’t know what’s gotten into Cody. He’s usually so well-behaved.” 

Jack knows better, but he doesn’t contradict the dear old lady. Won't let a mutt get 
between him and the peace he works hard at maintaining. 

“Good morning, Tilly. No problem. How’re you doing?” 

He bends down and pats the dog cautiously, then straightens up again. Doesn’t want to 
catch whatever these little excuses for dogs give people and cause them to go all soggy- 
hearted. As far as useless furry mutts go, Cody is, as Timon once put it, one of the ones he 


least has the urge to kick, at least. 


“Cody, come here,” Tilly coaxes. “I’m well, thanks, Jack. Happy. Come here, Cody,” she 
utters, the exhaustion in her voice seeming to finally break through the schnauzer’s thick 
skull. 

Cody comes to a standstill after circling Jack with his stiff legs, sniffing up and down. 
Tilly bends down, sweeps him up, closes her eyes, and muzzles the ugly thing as if she’s 
digging her head into her favourite pillow, the dog’s legs stiff in her arms, a comforting alarm 
flashing through his eyes. 

Jack extricates him from the old lady and her dog and moves down the lane. “Enjoy your 
day, Tilly, and thanks so much for those delicious biscuits.’ 

Tilly, her attention on the schnauzer, smiles, turns, and walks up the path. 

“My pleasure, Jack,” she says with a lilt in her voice. 

Jack hears voices from the community hall. Some of the compound members make it 
their mission to have breakfast together every morning, something Jack encourages but 
knows will eventually wear off once compounders get too familiar with each other. Withdraw 
thy foot from thy neighbour's house; lest he be weary of thee, and so hate thee. 

There’s no mission to Jack’s morning walks. Nothing special. He’s not a Mafia don 
seeking the approval of the man on the street. Not handing out apples or bread, trying to 
appease the masses. His is the walk of a humble servant, keeping in touch with his people. It 
just so happens that these morning walks give him a level of personal influence, and he 
appreciates it, but he never uses it to his advantage; always to the advantage of the greater 
good: the survival of mankind. Not mankind, Jackie-boy. Can’t vouch for all of them. One 
pen of sheep—that’s all you've got to worry about. 

He reaches the gate, greets Andrew and Michael, their turn on the lookout tower, and 
folds his arms, staring out beyond the metal bars, into The Mexican, what some of the 
younger residents jokingly refer to as the Exican restaurant. He facepalms when he hears 
them say it. Humour is wasted on the young. 

He dreams of an open gate, of the compound once again being known as a resort, with 
people from all over the world filing in to take a break from the madness that washed over 
the globe, sweeping everyone into a maelstrom of higher madness that even the Putins of the 
world couldn’t coax out of the First World with the promise of a Third World War. 

Jack is content. His leadership team members are worth their weight in gold; Bitcoin, 
Matthew used to tease before that bloated piece of tech deflated, no, popped, overnight. Bella 


should be getting married soon. Zoe is happy. Compound members are doing well. It’s a 100 


percent score if this were a mobile simulation game. Things are good. 
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Friday, 3 July, 2020 


Phillip arrives 


“ | hat’s interesting...” 


Matthew squints to get a better look through the binoculars. From the outlook post, 
those on duty have a good view of the surrounding area, including Drommedaris, all the way 
down to The Mexican, once a thriving restaurant. 

“What is it?” murmurs William, pushing the glasses further up his nose and squinting 
towards The Mexican down the road, where Matthew’s binoculars are directed. 

“It’s a man. I think.” 

Matthew hands the binoculars to William and lifts the .308 rifle that’s leaning against the 
outlook wall, placing the butt against his shoulder, and finds the target through the scope. He 
slowly cocks the rifle, as if making a noise might scare the man, who is too far down the road 
to hear them talk. Matthew keeps the scope’s crosshair on the man’s chest, his eye steady. 

“The dude’s dirty,’ murmurs Matthew. 

“Uh-huh,” confirms William. 

Grimy grey hair streaks over the man’s ears and covers much of his face, creased by age 
and sun. He’s wearing a tattered old brown jacket. In one hand, he’s holding a panga, while a 
worn backpack is slung over his shoulder. The man bends down in front of the Hancke 
building in front of the Mexican restaurant, his eyes scanning the surrounding area. Matthew 
can see it’s not a zombie and that the man he’s eyeing through the scope is used to a life of 
constant vigilance, eyes permanently squinting, looking for the next threat. 


“You're right. It’s a man,’ says William, his eyes still peering through the binoculars. 


“That’s what I said,” replies Matthew, somewhat irritated at being second-guessed. 

The man jumps up from his hunched-down position, takes the panga with both hands, 
and assumes a fighting stance, his eyes fixed on something outside of the view of the two 
guards. 

“You seeing this?” asks Matthew. 

“Tam.” 

“Dude’s in Full Metal Jacket mode.’ 

William smiles at Matthew’s quip and moves the binoculars to the left, where a zombie 
enters his view. 

“Found it. Let’s see what he does. Check if he’s worth his salt. It’s a walker. Shouldn't be 
too difficult.’ 

Matthew scans to the left with the rifle’s scope. He smiles when he sees the zombie. He 
can pull the trigger and make the man’s day a little easier, but William is right. He follows the 
zombie until it’s two metres from the man. When the man takes a step forward, William says 
calmly, “There’s a runner behind him.” 

Matthew moves the rifle scope to the right, taking in the zombie running up to the 
nomad. Matthew takes a shot, but the bullet misses its target, hitting one of the pillars of the 
building. The man, having stabbed the panga through his target’s head, steps aside, swings the 
panga around baseball style, and catches the running zombie in the neck, sending his head 
flying. When he’s content that the enemy has been subdued, the man stands erect, faces the 
compound, wipes the hair from his face, and smiles. Then he stretches the hand with the 
panga up, sticks the weapon into his backpack, and starts strolling up the road with the 
swagger of a film star. 

Matthew drops the rifle, looks at William, and smiles. 

“He’s a keeper. Jack’s going to love him.” 

“And Mark. This is his Hannibal.” 

Matthew laughs. 

“T think you're right, Will. This might be an answer to Mark’s prayer.” 

When the man reaches the compound gate, he looks up at the guards, wipes the hair out 
of his face, and says, “You should learn to shoot before spreading a satisfied smirk on your 
face.” 

The man smiles. He’s tall, with a slight hunch, as if in a permanently apologetic posture, 


making his height even more pronounced. 


Matthew starts laughing and replies, “I missed on purpose. Wanted to see what you're 
made of. What’s your name?” 

“Phillip,” says the man before asking, “you gonna let me in, or should I whisper some sort 
of secret code?” 

Matthew laughs again. 

“T'll let you in. Hang on.” 

He places the .308 on the table, jogs towards the steps leading down to the ground, slides 
down, and strides towards the gate. He removes a set of keys from his pocket, finds the right 
one, unlocks the gate, and slides it open enough for one person to enter. He motions to the 
man, who walks up and stretches out a hand. 

“Come in first, then we'll do the formalities.” 

The man, half a head taller than Matthew, smiles and enters the compound, his eyes 
looking around, taking in the scenery. Matthew can see it’s a brain trained to take note of 
surroundings and to notice detail. 

He slides the gate closed, sticks out a hand, and says, “I’m Matthew. Man up there is 
William.’ 

Phillip sticks out a hand and takes hold of Matthew’s hand, gripping it firmly. He can’t be 
younger than sixty, yet he has the handshake of a young man who trains regularly. Phillip 
looks up at William and mock salutes him. 

“Glad to meet you. I wasn’t sure I'd find life anywhere. Nice setup you've got here.’ 

“It does the job. Where you from?” asks Matthew. 

“Oyster Bay. Not really in touch with what’s happening in the world. Was a bit of a 
surprise to have to stick a panga into some of my neighbours. After a few times, you realise 
something’s up.’ 

Matthew drops his head, wipes long blond locks from his face, and grins a sad little smile, 
all too familiar with the pain the man had faced. 

The man, happy with the lay of the land and comfortable in the knowledge that the place 
seems secure enough, looks at Matthew and asks, “have anything to eat? I’m starving. Dry 
bread and sock-filtered water only take you so far.” 

Matthew shouts up to William, “I’m taking our guest to the meeting hall. Says he’s 
hungry.’ 

William’s head appears over the railing, and he shouts back, “Shot, I'll keep fort. All seems 


quiet. Bring me a sarmie.” 


Matthew nods, turns his head to the man, and motions for him to follow. The two men 
stroll leisurely up the tar road to the middle of the compound, where the communal meeting 
hall is, Matthew pointing out all the compound attractions, explaining them to Phillip as they 
go. 

Phillip, his head drooped, as if to identify with short people, takes in Matthew’s words 
and nods, a tired contentment filling him. He smiles, lifts his head to the sky, and thanks God 


for having found this place. He knows it’s home. For now. 


28 


Saturday, 1 August, 2020 


Marriage proposal 


B ella, I need to ask you something.” 


Matthew looks into her eyes, his brain swimming at the beauty in front of him. A light 
morning breeze tugs at his shirt. It’s still cool this time of the year, but fall is in the air, and 
with it comes the expectation of a warm summer following hot on its heels. They’ve chosen a 
quiet place at the far end of the compound, where compound members have started creating 
a garden with a small patch of grass, which has grown surprisingly well. Bella had prepared a 
basket of delicious food, and Matthew had secured a bottle of the finest cheap sparkling wine 
the post-apocalyptic world has ever seen. 

Bella’s mouth curves into a smile, and she asks teasingly, “What is it, my love?” before 
biting into a cupcake made by Jaycee, the compound chef. It’s an amazing cupcake, despite 
the compound generally having a lack of baking ingredients. A crumb sticks to her lip, and 
Matthew bends over to wipe it away with his finger. 

“Bella,” starts Matthew, before going quiet and dropping his head. Bella’s giggles don't 
help, but he forces his heart and mind into submission with a steely resolve, lifts his head, and 
says, “Bella, I love you.” 

Bella leans over and coos, “Aw, I love you too, my sweetheart,” before stroking his face 
lovingly. 

Matthew wipes her hand away, irritated at the well of words he’d prepared having gone 
dry. 


“Wait. I’m not done. I have more to say.’ 


He takes a deep breath, removes a box from his pocket, flips it open to reveal a beautiful 
golden ring, and stretches out a hand before asking too loudly, the words spilling from him, 
“Bella, will you marry me?” 

Bella lifts her hands to her face, tears forming in her eyes, before stretching out a 
quivering hand and taking the box from Matthew. Her other hand she uses to try to keep her 
face dry, to no avail. 

“Matthew, it’s beautiful,’ she whimpers. 

“Well,” says Matthew anxiously. 

“T will,” she says before the tears break out in full force. 

Matthew takes the box back from Bella, removes the ring, takes her left hand, and gently 
works the ring onto her finger before lifting her hand and placing a gentle kiss on her wrist. 
He jumps up, takes Bella by the hand, pulls her up, and takes her into a full embrace, 
whispering into her ear, “I love you, my wife-to-be. Always have, always will.” 

He kisses her gently in the neck, and she whispers back, “Always and forever, my 
sweetheart.” 

A sudden noise interrupts the couple. Startled, they let go of each other and look to see 
where the sound is coming from. Jack, Zoe, Phillip, Mark, and other compound members 
have formed a mob and are clapping and whooping their approval. Zoe steps forward and 
makes kissing sounds, leading Matthew to chase her, her laughter filling the air. 

The rest of the day is spent in celebration at the meeting hall, with a braai providing food 
for all. Celebration runs thick, and hearts soar at the goodness of the Creator having brought 


two lives together for a bright future. 
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Saturday, 22 August, 2020 


Growth discussion 


Rae your thoughts?” 


Phillip, hunched over the table, fingers woven together, stares at his hands. His hair is 
neatly cropped close to his ears, giving him the appearance of a business executive, much like 
his leader. It’s a new development. Long hair was not a choice. It’s hard to find a barber when 
everyone’s a zombie. The short cut gives him more of an I'll-kick-the-life-out-of-you-before- 
I-go-into-a-business-meeting-if-you-try-to-eat-my-brains look. 

Since his arrival, he has risen to the highest rank in the security team faster than bitcoin 
in a pre-outbreak bull market. He’s second in command to Jack only. The man’s ability to 
strategize has led to a significant growth in numbers in the compound, and now they are 
finally faced with a problem Jack had dreamed about since the beginning: that of expanding 
the compound. 

“I agree. We first need to ensure the perimeter is enlarged before we start looking at 
expansion. 

He lifts his head, gesturing with his hands, going into full presentation mode. 

Look, it’s not that difficult. We’re not building new homes; we're just renovating. But it'll 
require fewer human resources if we expand the perimeter instead of using men to stand 
guard.” 

“Then it’s agreed,” says Jack with a smile. “We'll start a project to enlarge the perimeter.’ 

He gets up from his chair and steps towards the white board, where he’s pinned up a map 


of Jeffreys Bay. He points to where Nautilus Street meets Ancilea Street. 


“We'll start here and build a fence down from Nautilus to Solen Street.” 

He moves his finger across the map. 

“From there, we'll include Jeffreys Bay Primary School and the Fig Tree development. 
Makes sense. The fence around Jeffreys Bay Primary is still largely intact, while the wall 
around Fig Tree seems to be in excellent condition. 

“That should give us enough housing for roughly—” 

Jack pauses, doing a calculation in his head before saying, “Five hundred people. 
Shouldn’t be too hard to get it done. And a proper perimeter means we'll have more people 
able to build and refurbish the houses currently available.” 

Jack steps from the board and eases himself into his black leather chair behind his large 
wooden desk, a present from the security team they got for his birthday at Drommedaris 
Furniture, a block down from the compound. When the store was still in operation, they'd 
never have been able to afford it. But once everything turned into chaos, affirmative 
shopping became the order of the day, even for those who'd always carefully made their way 
on the straight and narrow. 

Jack leans back, braiding his fingers together, a contented smile forming on his square 
face. 

Phillip looks up from his hands to his leader. The man is driven. He’s a good leader, but 
there’s something about him that puts Phillip on edge, making him wonder if Jack’s 
intentions are always pure. 

I suppose we need a leader with vision, thinks Phillip, even if he comes across as slightly 
psychotic. Thus far, he seems to have done an excellent job of keeping people together and 
dealing with dissidents. And the trek incident doesn’t prove anything beyond that he’s 
efficient, despite what some of the compound members think of him. And security is a top 
priority for the man. He plays the long game. Wants long-term success, which means people 
are important to him. That’s good. 

Jack looks Phillip square in the eyes, as if reading his mind, and says, “We'll need to 
sharpen up on discipline, guys.’ 

Phillip and the rest of the men around the table nod, aware of the monumental task 
resting on their shoulders to build a new civilization. 

Jack points an open hand to Mark, saying, “Mark, I expect you to work closely with 
Phillip on this project. We'll need a large team. Stefan, you'll head up the remaining members 


of the security team on recon missions. Jaco will assist.” 


Before the outbreak, Stefan was a concealed carrier. The apocalyptic event meant he 
could carry a firearm openly and use it far more often. Instead of booking a session at the 
shooting range, he simply needed to go on a recon, which happened frequently and gave him 
the opportunity to unload his weapon on a threat he felt no sorrow for disposing of. The 
safety of family and friends was always first and foremost on his mind. 

Stefan smiles at Jaco. There’s hardly anyone better to have on your side than someone the 
looks of who can almost scare the hunger out of a zombie. The two of them make an 
unstoppable, terrifying team of killing competency. 

Jack looks around the table, then drops his head, smiling tentatively, lifts it, looks around 
the table again, and says, “I’m proud of you guys,’ nodding as the words gush from him. 
“You're doing a magnificent job. These people would be nowhere without men like you 
heading up the growth.” 

Contented smiles break out around the table, the men quietly accepting their leader’s 
praise. Phillip knows what this means to the men. Even a smile from Jack is high praise. 
When he puts his praise into words, it’s like receiving a medal from the president. Phillip 
wonders if the president is able to hand out medals or if he’s running after a fleeing victim, 
trying to get at their brains. It’s something that was sorely lacking in the regime when the 
outbreak hit, he thinks. 

“All right, men, thanks for your time.” 

Jack glances at his watch and says, “The meeting took a little longer than I expected. 
Sorry about that. Tell your wives it’s my fault, and keep yourselves off the hook. Those who 
are married. Those who aren’t married yet, head on over to the hall. You're bound to find 
someone who'll make you good food and keep you warm at night.” 

He smiles as he says this, and the men, getting up from their seats, anxious to get home, 
chuckle at Jack’s quip. 

“What about you, Jack?” pumps Lunga, himself single. “When are you getting yourself a 
lady?” 

Jack smiles and replies, “not sure, Lunga. Your sister still available, or has she turned?” 
then winks at Lunga. 

The men break out in laughter, heckling Lunga, who sits with a grin on his face, taking 
the beating from his beloved boss. 

Phillip is the last to leave the office, and just as he steps out, Jack calls to him. 


“Phillip, a moment, please.” 


“Yes, Jack,” says Phillip as he turns to face the man who’s much shorter than him but who 
commands respect from him. 

“Just want to thank you for the work you're doing with the men. When Matthew 
suggested we make you security leader, I had my doubts. Well, not doubts per se, but I 
wondered if it wasn’t too early. Seems the kid was right. I couldn't ask for a better man. And 
Mark’s over the moon.” 

Phillip smiles at Jack, nods, turns, and heads out the door. Jack stands by the door and 
watches as his men disappear into the night. Last of all is Phillip, who leans into his steps, 
almost as if egging on his feet to catch up with his bulky top frame. He’s of different stock, 
Jackie-boy. Like you. Not one for compliments. Does the job and sits down. Kind of guy who 
saves a village, yet no one ever hears about it. Good choice. Hope he sticks around. 

Jack knows Phillip’s kind. They’re wanderers, yet not lost. They roam. Never settle. The 
world’s not big enough for them. The outbreak must have awakened something in Phillip 
that no small town could fulfil. When all was well, he needed to be alone. Oyster Bay had 
been a haven from the TV star life he’d been trying to shake from his world. But when the 
outbreak hit, it brought with it the opportunity for men like Phillip to shine—to make their 
way through life and mean something to someone, and not in a fake way, like in a TV soap 
opera. The outbreak offered Phillip a stage where he could indulge in the romantic notion of 
keeping someone else safe, the difference being that this was real. There were no lights, 
camera, or action. No second takes. This suits Phillip. Like a real-life superhero, Phillip 
prefers to lurk in the shadows, ready to pounce on evil wherever it happens to materialise. 
The problem is that, with a built-in need to protect, a man like Phillip finds it hard to remain 
in one place. He’s not found the love of his life, so keeping him in one place requires effort. 
Life in a compound, although safe, is not necessarily his thing. Jack knows the only way to 
keep someone like Phillip happy is to make him do what he’s built for, which is scout out 
danger and face it head-on, something he does exceptionally well when going out on recon 
missions. He needs danger, where he’s safe from his own whims. 

You made the right choice, Jackie-boy. Things are going well. The compound will soon be 
more than a compound. It'll soon be the town of Jeffreys Bay again. Not sure about the other 
compounds. Are they friendly? Would they work with us? We'll find out in time, Jackie. For 


now, everything’s hunky-dory. 
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Sunday, 23 August, 2020 


Dylan 


I he man sits at the table, his stubbly face covered in long hair. Teak brown eyes peer out 


through strips of red hair hanging like old Christmas tinsel from a post-outbreak Christmas 
tree. An old jacket covers his body. He accepts the cup of coffee and smiles faintly, thanking 
Bella for the warm welcome drink. His finger nails are long and clogged with dirt, and his 
hands are full of cuts, bruises, and caked dirt. His eyes, not accustomed to this many people 
not intent on wanting to have him for lunch, still seem unsure; he is still vigilant, lest it be a 
trick and someone leaps on him. 

Phillip, sitting across from him, his eyes fixed on the stranger, asks, “So, tell us, Dylan, is 
it? Where you from?” 

Matthew, irritated at the distrust he recognises in Phillip’s voice, throws a scowl at Phillip 
and interrupts with, “You must have had a tough time out there.” 

Phillip turns his head towards Matthew and smiles wryly, remembering the young man’s 
eager introduction when he first arrived at the compound. Matthew always takes the friendly 
route; always jovial, upbeat. Phillip has cautioned him against it before, but he knows 
Matthew is the ultimate optimist. Getting him to change is like telling the ocean to stop 
changing tides. 

The man with the red hair sips from the cup of sweet coffee, closes his eyes, places the 
cup on the table, and smirks. Phillip keeps his eyes trained on the man, looking for any sign 
that might bolster the uneasy feeling he has about the newcomer. 


The man sighs, then answers, “You know what it’s like out there.” 


He looks at Phillip, but then drops his head, defeated. 

“It’s tough. There’s nothing cheerful about seeing the world around you fall apart. When 
everyone seems insane, you start thinking you're the odd one out.” 

Bitterness enters the man’s voice. 

“Their insanity enters your being and grips your heart.” 

His voice trails off before he says, “finding humans—” 

He goes quiet. 

Matthew drops his head, feeling the man’s sorrow, before saying, “Dylan, you've found a 
home. This compound is your new family.” 

Phillip glances at Matthew, doubt shadowing his face. He says nothing, simply smiles and 
nods. He hopes Dylan is one of the good guys, but something about the man bothers him. 
Give it time, Phillip. Time will reveal what’s missing. Or not. You’ve been wrong before. 
Hopefully, you are again. 

Matthew gets up from the bench, glances at Bella standing in the kitchen, and smiles at 
his beautiful bride-to-be. She looks up from where she’s helping prepare lunch and smiles 
back. Matthew says that he loves her, and she throws him a kiss. He smiles, then looks at 
Dylan and says, “Bud, let’s get you into your new place. You must be aching for a shower.’ 

Dylan looks up from his empty cup and smiles. 

“T’d kill for a shower.” 

He shakes his head, lifts his arm, and smells himself. 

“Yeah, let me have a shower before I murder someone with this odour.” 

Matthew laughs and gestures for Dylan to follow him. Phillip stares at the wall, glances at 


the pair walking away, and smirks. Trust no one, Phillip. No one. 
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Thursday, 9 December, 2021 


Sneaking out 


le half past six when he reaches the back wall. The compound is quiet, the only life leaves 


rustling in a slight wind breezing through the orange grove. Passing houses on the way to the 
grove always fills him with deep happiness. Families are spending time together in safe 
homes. Ironically, the outbreak had created a South Africa that was far safer than when the 
ANC had mismanaged it. People were forced to start standing together. Television and other 
distractions were abruptly removed from society, compelling people to find community. 
Those who were addicted to drama no longer had a news fix to fuel their worries. All of this 
had surprisingly refreshing effects. 

A thrill passes through Matthew’s body. If he’s caught, Jack cannot turn a blind eye. Jack 
would remind him of the importance of keeping the compound safe at all costs. He'd tell 
Matthew that what he’d done was irresponsible and reckless. Matthew would be treated as a 
traitor. At least for a while. But he needs this. It’s a risk he gladly takes. He tells himself he'll 
stop doing it. Every time is the last time. 

He stalks along the wall, leaves crushing below his feet. Faint echoes of laughter reach his 
ears. He stops and drops his upper body to scan between the trees. No one. Safe. He 
continues treading to the top left-hand corner of the compound. Thus far, he’s been spotted 
only once, and that was by Dylan. It took only a single hush motion for Dylan to understand, 
smile, and move on as if he hadn’t seen anything. 

Now, once more, he stood in the corner of the compound, the only thing between him 


and a slab of salty wave, one slab of concrete, a short stretch of tar, and a stroll across soft 


yellow sand. Possibly a zombie or two, too, but he’d learned to deal with that effectively. He 
debates whether he shouldn't perhaps give it up. Jack’s face enters his head, and Jack’s voice 
calmly explains the dangers of leaving the compound alone. Matthew starts arguing with Jack 
in his mind. 

One more time, Jack. I promise I'll be careful. Besides, no one knows. No one has seen me 
before, and I don’t intend to be seen either. And if something does happen to me, I'll not lead 
anyone to the compound. 

The picture of a six-foot wave rolling into the bay washes away Jack’s face. Matthew 
turns away from the wall and drops his upper body again to get a view between the trees. 
When he’s happy the coast is clear, he bends down towards the wall, lifts the second-from- 
the-bottom concrete slab from where it loosely sits in the wall, and slides it through the hole, 
laying it on the ground on the outside of the compound. He stands up once more, scans the 
area, then bends down, throws a rudimentary glance around the outside of the compound, 
and slips through the gap. On the other side, he looks through the gap back into the 
compound once more before sliding the slab into place, satisfied that the coast is clear. 

Once outside, he looks around again for immediate threats before moving. The security 
team had been doing a great job of cleaning up the area lately, so he hardly ever sees anything 
worthy of fear. 

He starts jogging down Koraal Street, which soon turns into Woltemade Street, keeping 
low against the outside of the compound wall. He reaches the bottom perimeter of the 
compound, the old JBay Tyre and Exhaust sitting to his right. The blue of the ocean is visible 
a mere three blocks away, but he needs to make a pit stop first. When he reaches the point 
where Woltemade crosses Jeffrey Street, he takes a sharp turn onto the covered veranda of 
Traveller’s Trading, a shop that once sold fishing and outdoor equipment. He jumps over one 
of the wooden chairs on the porch that’s still for sale (10% Christmas discount if you buy 
more than one!) and reaches a hand behind a wooden table, from where he grabs a Rebel 
surfboard. It’s a three-fin fish, perfect for small waves. He’d found it at the Rebel Surfboards 
factory around the corner one day on one of his illegal excursions and thought it was too 
good a find to not put to use. An obvious gift from God. 

He rests the board on one of the tables, pulls off his t-shirt, places it behind the table on 
the cement floor, and takes up the surfboard again, smelling it and breathing in the old board 
wax. He’d need to wax up again soon. He knows where to find a supply. But for now, it’s fine. 


When he has the board in hand, he slips out from behind the chairs, carefully balancing the 


board above his head, looks up and down the street, and jogs the last block to the beach. 

On the beach, he scans the waves. He doesn’t have long before it’s dark. Possibly an hour. 
A summer swell has hit the coast and is still in full swing. It’s slightly overhead, which is a 
good size for a fish. Matthew’s mind drifts down the beach to his favourite surf spot, Super 
Tubes. It must be pumping there, and there’s not a single soul enjoying it, much like it must 
have been for thousands of years before Jeffreys Bay was even a thought in someone’s mind. 
But he can’t go there. He dares not go that far. Even if he travels along the beach, there’s a 
possible threat of a zombie horde surprising him. Or worse, a gang of guerillas, whom Jack is 
convinced is a far greater threat than the undead. 

Matthew, shaking the thought of a perfect Super Tubes swell, strolls into the water, drops 
the board in front of him, jumps on, then paddles out to a spot beyond the Kitchen Windows 
reef. He paddles into a weakish wave and rides it for a few metres before dropping off the 
back. He paddles back to the takeoff spot and waits for a good set to roll in. When a decent 
set comes, he takes the second wave and carves along the wall, cutting back, finishing off the 
wave with a floater, before paddling back again. Bella would love to be out here. She used to 
love surfing Kitchen Windows. But she’d kill Matthew if she knew what he’d been up to, 
sneaking out for a surf like this weekly. 

He smiles when her face enters his mind. Despite the world they find themselves in, the 
future looks beautiful. He has the woman of his dreams wrapped around his pinky. She has 
the man of her dreams wrapped around hers. They'll get married soon, then start a family. He 
lifts his head towards where the sun is sinking behind Jeffreys Bay. The day’s almost at an 
end, but life is just beginning. He paddles into two more waves, the last one taking him all the 


way to the beach. It’s time to head back. Spend some time with his beloved. 


A death 


Matthew walks up the beach, stops, scans the area, and walks on past the large blocks of flats 
now sitting empty near Main Beach. He pops in under the covered porch at Traveller's 
Trading, gently lowers his surfboard into its hiding spot behind the wooden table, grabs his t- 
shirt and pulls it on, and jogs up the street, all the while keeping his eyes peeled for threats. 
He sees none, and soon he’s running parallel to the compound’s western wall, once again 
hugging the wall to evade being spotted by lookout tower guards. 

You'll see her soon, Matt. Can’t wait to look into those beautiful eyes. Hold her hand. Rest 


his hand on her leg. The thought gives him goosebumps. He can’t wait to get married. Good 


thing Jack doesn’t allow them to be alone. Matthew doesn’t know what he’d do if he were 
alone with his bride-to-be. But he doesn’t want to spoil it. He wants to do things the right 
way. It’s just hard sometimes. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. 

He reaches the corner, and his brisk jog comes to a halt. His heart jumps. A few metres up 
the road lies a zombie, its head blown away. The slab’s not in place. A gaping hole awaits him. 
He looks around, but he can’t see anyone else outside the compound. He bends down and 
peers through the hole. No one in sight. He quickly crawls through the hole and stands up on 
the other side, his eyes still scanning. The slab is lying to one side, with spots of blood 
dribbled across it. There’s no one around. He leaves the slab as is and starts jogging along the 
wall to his home, a panic filling his chest. What the hell happened? Who lifted the slab? He 
hears the faint sound of crying, and his heart sinks. He reaches the wall of the first house, 
which sits against the orange grove. He runs parallel to the wall, into the tarred lane, taking a 
left, making his way to the last row of houses at the northern border of the compound. When 
he reaches Jack’s house, he slows down to stroll-speed. If Jack’s home, Matthew doesn’t want 
Jack to spot him hurrying along in a panic. 

Jack’s not home, Matt. Calm down. Take it easy. You don’t know what’s happened. He 
reaches the bottom of the compound, where his three-bedroom home awaits him, a gift from 
Jack for his future son-in-law, and the envy of many a compound dweller. He opens the 
garden gate and strolls up the walkway onto the porch. He opens the door, resisting the urge 
to look around to see if someone’s watching him, and enters his house. 

When he closes the door, he doubles over and draws in a deep breath. What the hell, 
Matthew? You should have listened to Jack. Jack never knew, you idiot. You shouldn't have 
listened to yourself. This is obviously bad. There was blood. You don’t know, Matty. You 
don’t know what happened. Chill. Relax. Take a cold shower and calm the hell down. 

He strides to the bathroom, pulls off the t-shirt once more, takes off his shorts and 
underwear, jumps into the shower, cranks the handle, and washes away the salt water, the jet 
of cold water making him gasp. He jumps out of the shower, quickly drying himself, and runs 
to his room, where he grabs a shirt and a pair of jeans from his cupboard. He runs to the 
bathroom again, grabs the towel, and rapidly works it through his hair, then sweeps his long 
blond locks behind his ears and looks in the mirror. 

He sees saltwater dripping from his head. You had a shower, Matthew, he says to his 
reflection. Of course, your hair is wet. It’s not saltwater. Don’t be stupid. He frowns and 


scowls, trying to form a sleepy, confused look. 


Pull yourself together, Matt! You’re overreacting. Somehow, self-speak doesn’t do 
anything to appease the anxiety rising in his chest. You'll go to the community hall and find 
out what the problem is. No one saw you leave, and no one saw you enter. Just make sure you 
put the slab back in place correctly next time. 

Next time? Really, Matt? Next time? There won't be a next time, you moron! 

He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes, then murmurs a prayer: “oh God, please.” 

He cuts his supplication short, unsure of what to pray. 

He drops his head so his hair falls down before his face. Then he takes both hands, sweeps 
back his hair, and lifts his head so the locks fall back over his head. His eyes are still closed. 
The panic subsides but returns in waves. He forces himself to be calm, then opens his eyes 
and whispers to his reflection, “You will head out the door. You will walk slowly. You will 
arrive at the hall with a frown and ask what happened. You will tell people you were asleep, 
awoke and had a shower, then decided to come to the hall to hang out.” 

Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds. 

It’s not a lie. It’s just... 

Matthew slips on his flip-flops, takes another deep breath, then rambles to his front door. 
He opens the door, glances out, sees no one, and strolls down the short garden pathway. He 
opens the garden gate and ambles up the narrow road to the community hall, encountering 
no one on the way. The sound of crying reaches his ears, and he curses softly. What has 
happened? He exhales and keeps strolling, his feet growing heavier with each step. When he 
reaches the gate to the community hall, men and women crowd the outside area by the pool. 
Some of the women are crying. The men are standing around with frowns creased into their 
foreheads. 

Most of the men and women, when they see Matthew, nod their heads or lift their hands 
in a sombre greeting. Matthew hears one man murmuring to another, “This is terrible. Jack 
must be broken.” 

Matthew’s heart sinks. What could have happened? Was it Bella? Did something happen 
to Bella? He walks to the door of the community hall. When he gets to the door, he takes a 
deep breath and calms himself. He looks in to see a crowd of people, all focused on something 
or someone in the centre of the room. Matthew forces his way through the crowd, and when 
he reaches the middle of the room, he comes to a standstill, his eyes growing large. The shock 
rips his heart into his throat. Tears start flowing from his eyes, and he murmurs, “No, no, it 


can’t be. No, not her!” 


On a table in the middle of the room lies a delicate body, a bite mark in the arm, and a 


stab wound in the forehead. 
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Wednesday, 15 December, 2021 


Bad news 


i ee Now. Close the door behind you. And don’t bother me for the rest of the day. And 


make sure the bloody arena gets done. I’ve had about enough of the delays. How are we 
supposed to build a new life if your people keep stalling? Am I to be surrounded by idiots for 
the rest of my life?” 

Your people, she thinks. When things are going well, it’s his people, his ideas, his vision, 
and his dream. When things go awry, it’s your people’s fault; why did you do it that way; you 
should have known this would happen. 

Sandra quietly stalks out the door and closes it behind her, the fury inside her kept in 
check by thoughts of further physical violence if she tries to stand up against him. What is it 
about the man that binds her to him? What makes it possible for him to do with her as he 
pleases? And yet, she eats out of his hand. 

This news is breaking him. And you're the one who brought it to him, Sandra. How’s that 
going to work for you in the future? You'll forever be known as the bearer of the worst news 
he’s ever heard in his entire life. 

She curses under her breath. He’s her heroin. She longs to be rid of him, but she needs 
one more hit before she calls him quits. Just one more. 

When he’s alone, Abel rests his hands on his desk and drops his head, his long hair falling 
forward. 

Tears come, flushed out by a murderous flood of rage rushing through his head. 


They'll pay for this. He'll pay for this. 


He slams a fist down on the desk and stretches up, hatred coursing through his veins. He 
takes a deep breath, a plan formulating in his bones. 

Put Jason and Jimmy on the job. They'll do it. And they won't cock it up. Bully will help. 
What if he cocks it up? He won't. Got skin in the game. And if he does, they can have him. 
And Jack, even though hypocrisy drips from the man like molasses, is one thing when it 


comes to handing out justice. Ruthless. 
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Thursday, 16 December, 2021 


Access denied 


x | ake a seat, Matthew.” 


Jack’s voice is as cold as his office, no trace of a welcome in it. He’s seated in his chair, 
facing away, looking at the white board on the wall behind his desk, his arms folded, a general 
about to serve discipline. 

Matthew glances around nervously, then seats himself in the visitor’s chair across the 
desk from Jack. Surely Jack doesn’t know about my outing. Besides, I had nothing to do with 
her death. How could I have known she’d slip out? And how could she have lifted that slab of 
concrete? 

Jack doesn’t turn around. A long silence follows, chewing at Matthew’s nerves. Matthew’s 
feet are planted on the ground, his head hunched over, his arms resting on the chair’s 
armrests, his heart thumping in his chest. 

Jack speaks, his voice a monotone indictment, pricking Matthew’s ears. 

“When I was in the army, I had a comrade who had the habit of sneaking out of the army 
compound to hitchhike to the nearest town, where he’d spend his time drinking and 
partying. Most of the soldiers weren’t aware of his illegal activities. I was.” 

Jack goes quiet, his office chair’s squeak grating on Matthew’s nerves. He lets his story 
sink in. 

Let it trickle into his ears, Jackie-boy, seep through his skull, bleed into his eyes. 

“However, I valued the man. He was a friend. I could have turned him in, but the 


consequences would have been far too severe for something | didn’t think deserved the heavy 


hand he’d have received. So I kept quiet.” 

Jack goes quiet again, letting the story sink in. Matthew shuffles his feet, his head still low, 
his mind soaking in the story, adding to the sorrow he already has trouble dealing with. 

Jack continues, this time turning around to face Matthew, “When I became corporal, this 
man was now under my command, so to speak. He kept on with his shenanigans, and I kept 
quiet, giving him rope, knowing he’d eventually stop doing it or hang himself.’ 

Matthew looks up into Jack’s face. Jack’s eyes pierce through Matthew’s, and the ferocity 
in them burns his head with shame. He shifts around in his chair restlessly. 

“By the time I made captain, the man was an alcoholic and had drunk his body into a 
shaking piece of rotting biltong. He lost touch with reality and ended up in an insane asylum. 
Felt sorry for him. Should have reported him when I first found out. By then, it was too late. 
His sin had found him out. Destroyed him.” 

Matthew swallows, then says quietly, “I didn’t do anything wrong, Jack,” before breaking 
down and shaking, tears streaming down his face. 

Jack clenches his jaw, gets up from his chair, drops his hands, swings his arms behind his 
back, weaves his fingers together, and starts pacing behind his desk. 

“Matthew, as you can imagine, the continuation and growth of our compound is at the 
heart of everything I do.” 

He comes to a stop before looking up at Matthew and saying, “Without order, we'll 
become like the things haunting the streets. Without justice, we'll end up killing each other. 
And how will we be different from the monsters hell-bent on destroying us?” 

Matthew sniffles, wipes at his eyes, and whimpers, “I’m sorry, Jack. I’m so sorry. I didn’t 
think anything like that would ever happen.” 

Jack, as if not hearing Matthew, says, “This will remain our secret. No one will find out 
the truth. You will go on with life. You will be the old, friendly Matthew you've always been. 
However, you will not marry my daughter. You will break off the relationship. Come up with 
any excuse you wish. I don’t care what you tell her, but break off your engagement to Bella. 
She will marry someone who has the second commandment at heart. You do know the 
second commandment, Matthew? Love your neighbour as yourself.” 

Matthew drops his head into his hands, unable to fend off the sobs ripping through his 
body. 

“Compose yourself, Matthew.” 


The voice is cold, distant, and? hard. 


“You will keep your position in the security team. You will do your duty. You will learn 
the second commandment, and you will practise it.” 

Jack fiddles with his wedding ring, once a reminder of grand things to come, now a 
reminder of what is proving to be the greatest mistake of his life. 

“T expect to see the ring removed from Bella’s hand within the month, but you will act the 
man and go on with life. Lesson learned, Matthew. You’re given another chance. You're 
paying a price, but it’s a small price compared to what will happen if the truth is revealed. You 
know our rules. We’re tough on traitors for a reason. I will not treat you as the enemy, but 
you will not be my son.” 

Matthew, sitting with his head in his hands, watching his life slip away, lifts his head, his 
eyes red. 

“Jack, can we not discuss this?” he whimpers. Begs. “Is there no way I can make amends?” 

Jack, his face a block of ice, murmurs, almost to himself, “Only a fool bets on the wrong 
horse twice.” 

Jack smiles, places his hands together, raises his eyebrows, and says with a smile, “Time to 
go, Matt. I’ve got plenty on my plate. Please close the door on your way out.” 

Matthew, defeated, pushes up from the chair, his shoulders crumpled at the weight placed 
on his heart. He lifts his head, a frown creased into his brow, and he murmurs in a defeated 
voice, “As you wish, Jack.’ 

A steely resolve enters Matthew’s heart, but what the resolve involves is not clear to him. 
He simply knows that things will change. He will bear the burden of what he’s done, and he 
will make amends for it. He will not allow himself to cause the fall of their civilization. The 
compound needs him. He will straighten out and be a man. He won't let her death cripple 


him. It wasn’t his fault. 
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Wednesday, 12 January, 2022 


The breakup 


J ’m sorry, Bella. I’m so sorry.” 


He drops his head, his hair hanging in his face. 

She lets go of his hands. 

“I don’t understand, Matthew. We're happy, aren’t we? I’ve never been happier in my life. 
And you? You're happy, aren't you? Don’t I make you happy? And why now, Matthew? Now? 
Really? After her death?” 

Bella steps towards Matthew, stands on her toes, places her hands on his shoulders, and 
whispers, tears flowing, “I know you're struggling to cope with her death, but how do you 
think I feel? Are you so selfish that you can’t see my pain? And what about my dad’s?” 

Your dad is the reason I’m doing this! 

He doesn’t say it out loud, but he wishes he could scream it at Jack. 

She slides her hands off his shoulders, takes a step back from him, turns around, and 
drops her head, her face wet. The sun is dropping behind the compound, a line of ochre 
resting on the mountains, slowly fading to black. The compound is quiet; most people are in 
their homes. A faint noise emanates from the community hall. Some of the residents are still 
gathered there, some out of boredom playing board games, and most out of the terror still 
gripping their hearts after the tragedy. They need life after death, Human touch. The 
numbing effect of amusement, with board games being the closest they can get to wiping 
their memories of the horrendous event 


Matthew swallows back tears, Jack’s words echoing in his head: I expect to see the ring 


removed from Bella’s hand within the month. 

Matthew’s voice takes on a hard edge when he says, “Bella, I’m not happy. I can’t make 
you happy, either. It’s best to accept it and move on. There are plenty of men in the 
compound for whom you'll make a good wife. It won't be me. We're through. And it’s got 
nothing to do with—” 

His voice trails off before he recovers himself and utters the name that had cursed his life. 

Bella, still facing the other way, lifts her hands to her face. She’s no longer trying to 
control her emotions. The crying comes in floods. She turns around, scowls at Matthew, rips 
the ring from her finger, and throws it at him, her eyes fixed on him and her mouth pursed in 
anger. Matthew bends down slowly, picks up the ring, and fiddles with it before dropping his 
head and wiping hair from his face. Bella turns on her heel and strides away, her arms folded 
together, fending off the coldness entering her heart. Matthew calls after her, and when she 
turns to look at him, he simply looks down, his lips dead. She turns again, this time slowing 


down, begging in her heart for him to call again. Silence. She strides off into the fading light. 


Getting drunk 


The evening is warm, but his heart is ice. His eyes follow her as she disappears into the dim 
light, heading home. Not their home. That will never be the case. Jack was clear. 

Matthew strolls through the compound, glad it’s nighttime. He doesn’t want to see 
anyone, and he doesn’t want to be seen by anyone. Laughter reaches him from the 
community hall. Not long ago, they’d have been part of the playful celebration of life. The 
little one, too, echoes Jack’s voice in his mind. She used to love the celebrations, Matthew, but 
she'll never be part of any again. 

He reaches his house at the top edge of the compound, comes to a stop in front of his 
yard, and looks over to the orange grove. He curses the grove, the wall, and the loose concrete 
block he’d discovered. 

How did he not see it happen? When he went on an excursion, his eyes were always 
darting around. He was always looking to see if anything was out of place. How did he not 
notice her leaving? Must have been on the beach already when she exited. The thought of her 
tiny body exposed to the outside world, the anxiety. Was she looking for me when she 
climbed through? Was she calling my name? How did I not hear the screams? How did 
nobody else see her disappear? 


Matthew drops his head, slogs up the pathway to his front door, pulls at the handle, opens 


the door, and stands looking in at his place. It’s empty. And so it shall remain. There will be 
no laughter here. Jack told him to continue on with his life—to be the happy Matthew 
everyone knows. Like expecting a fire to keep burning while spraying it with a high-pressure 
water cleaner. 

This house is a far cry from the gift Jack had taken back from Matthew—the three- 
bedroom house at the bottom of the compound that seemed like a mansion. When the 
breakup happened, Jack “requested” Matthew move to this tiny unit at the back of the 
compound. It was like moving a piece of furniture that nobody wanted, but everyone felt 
sentimental about, to the attic. “We'll use it someday.” Someday will never come. 

He trudges through the front door, flicks on a light, heads for the kitchen, does the same 
there, and opens a cupboard. He stares at the bottle, one hand resting on the cupboard door’s 
handle. It was another one of his finds. From a distillery across the road from Rebel 
Surfboards. When he found it, he thought it would be a quirky keepsake. Something he’d 
hang on to for posterity’s sake. 

The golden liquid gleams softly in the kitchen’s light. 

Close the door, Matthew. Close it. You don’t need it. He closes his eyes, stretches out a 
hand, and grips the bottle of Ferreira Post rum. It feels solid in his hand. It’s a good bottle. 
Cold, but swirling inside, the promise of warmth. He lifts it up. It’s got volume. Weight. 
Significance. He places the bottle on the counter, keeping the cupboard door open. 

With one hand, he grips the bottle, while with the other, he carefully works at the cork, 
slowly wriggling it out of the neck and placing it on the countertop. He steps to where he 
keeps the drinking glasses, opens the cupboard door, reaches inside, and grabs a tumbler. 

He pours a glimmer of the golden liquid into the tumbler, lifts it to his nose, and smells it, 
the sweet odour of rum tantalising his misery-drenched brain. Bright hope in a dark world. 

He thinks of Bella. His Bella. No, not his. Not anymore. She’d been ripped from him. He 
will never again call her by any of the myriad of love names he teased her with. 

He lifts the tumbler to his mouth and swigs back the contents. It burns down his throat 
and into his belly, leaving behind a sweet aftertaste. He clenches his teeth. He’s not used to 
alcohol, especially not this potent. But it’s good. He takes the bottle, pours another dollop 
into the tumbler, and slugs it back, the fire still not burning away the pain eating at his heart. 

He places the tumbler on the counter, lifts the bottle, and fills the tumbler to the rim. He 
lifts the tumbler, smells the golden liquid once more, then starts sipping at it, smacking his 


lips with every swallow. When the glass is down to a quarter, he flings back what’s left into 


his mouth and swallows. He puts the glass down and leans forward, resting his hands on the 
counter, a blackness slowly creeping across his brain, enveloping the gloom. It won't chase it 
away; it will only box it up and place it in a corner for a while. That’s good. That’s fine. This is 
good. Oh, God, have mercy. 

He starts swaying, his vision blurring, and his legs numbing. He grabs the bottle from the 
countertop, spilling some of the liquid as he does. He turns, nearly falling, and stumbles 
towards the kitchen door. He grabs at a doorpost to stabilise himself, swaying like a reed in a 
wild wind, then totters to the couch in his living room, where he crashes into the comfortable 
cushions on his back, a dot of blackness enveloped by sadness, delivered neatly into the hands 
of the Devil, who accepts the package with the glee of a child opening a Christmas present. 

“Are you happy now, Jack?” slurs Matthew to himself. “Are you happy, you bastard? The 
ring’s off, Jack. She even took it off herself. Did you see how she threw it at me?” 

He tosses a hand into the air, as if throwing something. He starts cackling absurdly at the 
thought of seeing her pitch the ring towards his face. He brings the bottle up before him, 
gazing at the innocent round shape, and puts it to his mouth. 

He remembers the ring in his pocket, fiddles for it, and removes it from his pocket, 
holding it precariously between two fingers, trying to focus his blurring vision on the golden 
glimmer. He drops his hand, the ring still in it, and it falls from his fingers to the floor. When 
the bottle is halfway empty, he carefully places it on the floor beside the couch before 


stretching out, where sobs rock him to sleep. 
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Tuesday, 5 April 2022 


Bella’s party 


H appy birthday to youuuuuu!” 


The last word, as is custom, is drawn out, like a dog’s howling, followed by someone 
yelping, “hip hip,“ and a chorus echoing, “hooray!” 

Bella smiles and lifts her hands to her mouth, overwhelmed by the goodness of her 
compound family. Tears edge into the corners of her eyes. 

“Thank you so much! Thank you for making my twenty-third birthday so special.” 

“Speech!” shouts someone from the back of the community hall. 

Bella smiles shyly and says, “I want to thank my Heavenly Father for adding many fathers, 
mothers, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and cousins to my family. I am so grateful. 

“Of course, there’s—” 

She sees the little body bounding between the people in the room, her smile lighting up 
other faces, and her infectious laughter spreading joy. She’s sticking a finger into Bella’s cake, 
squinting cheekily at Bella while doing so. 

She looks down, forcing composure, finds her voice, and continues, “Of course, I need to 
mention my dear little sister, whom I miss so much.” 

She looks up to the roof, a sad smile on her mouth, her lips quivering, and her vocal 
chords refusing to play along. 

The crowd goes silent, a hushed sorrow filling the room. A moment of silence. 

She turns her head to look at Jack, who’s standing, arms folded, against the wall at the 
back of the hall. 


“And I want to thank my dad for—” 

She’s overcome, and now she can no longer hold back the tears. Jack hastens to her and 
envelopes her in a hug, which she gladly accepts. The crowd cheers. 

When Jack lets go of his daughter, he lifts the large knife lying on the table next to the 
magnificent creation the compound chef, Jaycee, had conjured—seemingly out of thin air— 
and hands it to his daughter, egging her on to cut the cake. Bella bends down, draws a deep 
breath, and blows out the twenty-three candles perched on the humongous vanilla cake. 
More cheers go up. She slices into the cake. The crowd forms a line, and each one, armed 
with a paper plate, shuffles towards the sweetness of the amazing creation. 

Bella scans the crowd, her eyes searching for him. He’s not there. She’s not surprised, and 
the lack of his presence leaves a tangible hole in the whole celebration. She keeps glancing at 
the door, wishing him into the community hall. Hoping to see his smile appear out of thin air, 
striding towards her with his inherent confidence, grabbing her and pulling her close to 
drink from the love she has a fountain full of reserved for him. Still. 

He’s not coming, Bella. He said it’s over. 

She tries to pocket the sadness and leave it for another day. Tonight is her special night. 
She'll keep smiling. 

He didn’t even have the decency to wish you a happy birthday, Bella! 

So what? He broke up with you, Bella. He doesn’t owe you anything. The promise of a 
bright future does not include you. 

If he doesn’t have the decency to even wish you well on your birthday, it’s his problem. 
You did nothing to bring the relationship to such an abrupt end. You still have no idea what 
the problem is. And you smelled his breath when you tried to reach out to him the other 
night. 

Something broke my boy, and I don’t know what it is. Can it be me? Did I do something 
wrong? 

No, Bella, you’ve been stressed lately, and for good reason. Surely he should have been 
able to understand? Let it go, Bella. Let it go! Enjoy your evening. Mingle. Be happy. Don’t let 
the sorrow chew you up and spit you out. 

She straightens her back, walks over to William, and asks him about his day. Dylan moves 
closer, too. 


You have your pick, Bella. Let Matthew go. 
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Wednesday, April 6, 2022 


Rude awakening 


| he sun bathes the ocean in a deep pink. Slight waves splash onto the rocks. Footprints 


form a landscape of tiny craters along Supertubes Beach. A small boy with a net in his hand 
shouts with joy when he catches yet another rock fish and proudly runs to his mother to 
display his prize, only to be ripped from his world of wonder by the sobering words of a day 
at end and dinner imminent. 

Matthew watches the boy, smiling at his sad predicament, plops down on the beach, 
stretches out his legs, and digs his heels into the warm sand. He shakes his head and tucks his 
golden blond locks behind his ears. He squints his deep blue eyes and scans the horizon, 
hoping a freak swell hits the coast soon. 

Bella sits down vertically from him, pulls up her legs, and lays her head on Matthew’s lap. 

He runs the fingers of his left hand through her golden brown hair and grins a brilliant 
smile into her topaz eyes. She reaches up her slender right arm and traces the side of his face 
with delicate fingers, smiling back at him. 

Then she reaches up her left arm, cups his face, and stretches up to touch her lips to his. 

Ecstasy floods Matthew as he receives her kiss. He puts his lips to her ear and whispers, 
“Marry me.” 

Bella starts giggling, then composes herself and whispers back into his ear, “I can’t marry 
you. You're a killer, remember?” 

Her giggle turns into a cackle. Matthew tears his head away from her. Her face morphs 


into that of a six-year-old girl, and her voice gains an octave. The sky turns a luminous 


orange, and the tiny waves turn into gigantic masses of water pounding at Matthew’s feet, 
churning up shells and sharks. 

The girl mumbles an indignant accusation at him: “You killed me, Matthew. If it weren't 
for you, I'd still be a happy little girl in the compound. But you murdered me, remember? 
That’s why Daddy hates you.” 

Her face twists back into his beloved Bella, and she joins the accuser in saying, “You killed 
an innocent little girl. You’re a murderer, Matthew. I can never love a murderer,’ before 
throwing back her head and bursting into another cackle. 

Matthew’s eyes water up as he trips over the words he needs to explain that it was an 
accident. The sand beneath him turns soft, and he feels himself being sucked into the beach. 
As he sinks away, he stretches out his arms, dripping with blood, clawing at Bella, who's 
hunched on the beach far from him, sobbing that he mustn’t leave her, that she'll forgive him, 
and that she loves him. 

Then he’s stumbling through the streets of Jeffrey's Bay, the growl of a hundred hungry 
voices snapping at his heels. Bony fingers stretch out for his neck. They’re gaining. He can’t 
escape. A loud, persistent thunder echoes through the sky. He jumps to life, a knock at the 
door rescuing him from the horde. 

He blinks and runs his fingers through his eyes. A headache the size of a rugby field falls 
onto his brain, and he lets out a groan. 

“Who the hell has the audacity to make such a nuisance of themselves?” he grumbles. 

The knocking persists. 

It’s coming back to him. He got into a tussle with William, then came home to take a piss 
and have a shower. 

Probably William at the door; come to chase him back to the tower. No. Can’t be. New 
day, right? Slept right through again, Matt. Will’s going to be seriously pissed off. probably 
run to Jack. Tattletale. 

He gets up off the floor and smacks his lips to rid his mouth of the sour, dry taste. The 
headache! Hammers are thumping from all angles. 

He stumbles to the door, cursing under his breath. When he reaches the door, he rips it 
open, ready to unleash a barrage of curses at the person on the other side. 

“They’ve taken her.” 

It’s Dylan. Up until the event, Dylan and Matthew were inseparable, and the only person 


able to come between them, her. But time (which happens to be only a few months) and rum 


(which happens to be more than a few bottles) created a river between them that neither has 
been able to cross. Their friendship had dwindled to an uncomfortable acquaintance, with 
Dylan having stopped trying to cover for his friend’s constant mishaps. This felt like betrayal 
to Matthew, so he distanced himself from Dylan, which came easily since Matthew had 
started distancing himself from everyone and everything. 

“Dylan,” mutters Matthew, ashamed at being seen in this condition, and he drops his 
head, flinching at the early morning light peeking into his door. 

“Took who? Where?” 

“Bella, Matthew. They came in the night. I was on duty. I didn’t see them. I couldn't see 
them, Matthew. They came in over the wall. Right here, by your place. I was on the tower, 
Matthew. How could I have seen them? Andrew couldn't sleep and went outside to take a 
piss. That’s when he saw them. He raised the alarm, but it was too late. We ran. But we were 
too late.’ 

“Jack,” asks Matthew. 

“They bound and gagged him. Bruised him up too.” 

Desperation seeps out of Dylan, and a wave of tears floods his eyes. He collects himself 
and wipes his face. 

“Jack’s furious. He’s sending out a rescue party.” 

Matthew’s heart lurches. He fights the urge to grab Dylan by the throat. He drops his 
head and wretches, but nothing comes out. He stands bent over, breathing deeply. She 
ignored him for so long. The last few weeks, she wouldn't come near him. And when she 
finally does, it’s by force, a few metres from where he was drowning in a stupor of 
drunkenness, because of her. 

Still bent over, one hand flat against his heaving chest, he shoots questions at Dylan. 

“Who? Who was it? Do they know? Who’s going after them? What time did it happen? Is 
she OK? When are they going?” 

None of his questions make sense. He can’t keep it together. His brain is drowning. The 
news brings with it instant sobriety, but drunkenness is fighting for a foothold, and the 
pounding headache is not letting up. 

“It was Abel. They left a note.” 

“Jack has already put together a team. He wants them to leave tonight.” 

Tears well up in Dylan’s eyes again. 


“yp ” 
I'm sorry. 


A month ago, the apology would have been fitting. Now it seems pointless. Bella doesn’t 
belong to Matthew anymore. The loss is not his. 

Matthew pulls himself up, turns around, grabs a stained t-shirt from the couch, and slips 
it on. He strides to the bathroom, picks up his toothbrush, puts a dollop of toothpaste on it, 
and scrubs his teeth violently, as if to scour away the black feeling in his chest. He opens the 
tap, bends down, and takes a swig of water, then throws back his head and gargles the foamy 
toothpaste, almost gagging at the minty sweetness tickling his throat. Rid yourself of your old 
life, Matthew. 

“That’s right, Matthew, wash away your sorrow with that fresh, minty taste. Hmmm, so 
good, right?” 

It’s Tony Chopra, back by sober demand. The crowd cheers. 

Matthew plonks down on the toilet seat and pulls on the dirty socks laying on the floor, 
then he slips on his old boots, which he fastens hastily. 

He places his feet squarely on the floor in front of the toilet, lifts his head, and whispers, 
“My yoke is easy and my burden is light.” He swallows, as if the innocuous words mixed with 
the sweet minty toothpaste leave a bitter taste in his throat he can’t get rid of. 

He takes a deep breath, exhales, rises from the toilet seat, and moves with determination 
to the front door to join Dylan. Once outside, Matthew turns around, takes a firm grasp of 
the door’s edge, and flings it closed. The monster inside his apartment cannot follow him to 
where he’s going. He needs all his faculties. For her. For Bella. 

But the monster follows wherever you go, Matt. He’s inside your head. He’s you. 

“You're doing well, Matthew. See? Brushing your teeth. Already on your way out to 
rescue the love of your life. Isn’t that wonderful? Such a hero!” 

The audience goes wild, cheering and whistling. Tony Chopra stands up from his chair, 
joining in, clapping, one hand keeping the little card steady, the other one slapping a palm 
frantically. 

He shakes his head, dirty blond streaks of hair flailing around, then clenches his fists and 
murmurs something to himself, ignoring Dylan’s surprised stare. 

Matthew turns to face Dylan, who drops his head, then raises it again, unsure of where to 
look. He turns away, not wanting to see the battle taking place inside Matthew. 

When he looks back at Matthew, calmness is visible on his face. For the moment, it seems 
as though Matthew’s demon is resting. He attempts to smile at Matthew, but quickly wipes it 


from his face. 


Matthew frowns, convinced that, for a split second, he saw the bared teeth of a wolf in 
Dylan. He shakes the thought from his head. 

The sun’s rays gently seep through trees and clamber over roofs in the compound. 

The two men spend an awkward moment in silence, then start strolling towards Jack’s 
office, Matthew coughing once or twice, clearing his thick throat, hoping the compactor in 


his head runs out of fuel soon. 


The note 


“And you're sure the note’s from Abel?” 

Jack frowns and swings in a full circle in his chair, arms resting on the sides, fingers 
woven together tightly, knuckles white, and stress etched into his forehead. 

The door to the office is closed. A rooster crows, an ancient comfort for post-modern 
times. If a chicken can live, so can humans. A chill hangs in the air, but the office, even with 
its cold grey, lifeless decor, is warm enough for a meeting of minds. A deadly, necessary 
meeting. 

Jack stops the chair from circling again by planting his feet on the floor. He looks at 
Phillip and says, “There’s no reason to believe the note is fake.” 

He touches his swollen cheek, the pain making him wince. 

Phillip scrunches his lips together and drops his head, mulling Jack’s words around in his 
mind. 

“How can you be so sure? Maybe it’s the talkers. Trying to throw you off. Make you 
believe it’s Abel.’ 

“It’s not them. That much, I guarantee. The note contains information of, shall we say, an 
intimate nature. It’s Abel.’ 

Jack sighs at the thought of what his friend-turned-enemy has done. 

Oh God, keep her safe from him. Keep her safe, Lord. Please. 

Hang in there, Jackie-boy. She'll be okay. Keep up the hope. He wouldn't have left a note if 
he intended to hurt her. He’s not after her. 

Jack carefully wades through the information in his mind. He cannot divulge too much, 
lest Phillip catch on and complete the puzzle, which, as things stand now, Jack does not want. 
He prefers to see the pieces scattered. He’d always been a believer in sharing only as much as 
needed. 


Abel is bent on getting revenge. Jack doesn’t tell Phillip that the ransom note is essentially 


a bargaining deal: Bella’s life for that of another. 

Why Abel wants him, Jack doesn’t know. The note, however, is clear enough. Have him 
delivered in one piece within six days, or Bella would be turned on the seventh. Jack knows 
it’s Abel’s way of mocking the God he turned his back on; the God who turned His back on 
Abel is probably what Abel thinks, Jackie-boy. 

As long as Phillip or any of the other men don’t know the truth, the plan should work 
fine, and you'll have Bella back in Seaviews in a few days. Nothing to worry about, Jackie. 
You're covered. 

“It’s going to be a long day, Jack.” 

“A long week, Phillip. A long week. Let’s hope the crazy bastard doesn’t do anything to 
Bella. If he does, he will meet me. To think we were friends—” 

“You were friends?” 

“Long time ago. The water under the bridge has turned acidic, it seems, I’m afraid.’ 

Phillip nods. 

“You're a dark horse, Jack. I'll give you that and leave it there. My heart is sore with yours. 
I love Bella. Dear child.’ 

Jack doesn’t reply; he simply smiles palely. 

“T need to get going. Round up the men. See you later. Sterkte, as they say in Afrikaans.” 

“Thanks; I need it. All of us.” 


The confrontation 


When Dylan and Matthew reach Jack’s office, a number of men are already gathered outside. 
Matthew, aware of their disgusted stares and whispers, ignores them, trundles up the stairs to 
the porch, and opens the office door. He is one of only a few compound members allowed 
this privilege of any time access, like the VIP member of a post-apocalyptic men’s club. Even 
after the doomsday meeting when Jack cut Matthew out of Bella’s life, the door was still open 
to Matthew. For Jack, ripping someone’s life from them is nothing personal. 

Once inside the sparsely furnished, cold, grey office, he slams the door and floods a tirade 
of words at his leader. 

“This is your fault, Jack! You were supposed to protect her! You brought this on us! She’s 
your daughter! She’s my—” 

Jack, who’s facing the wall when Matthew bursts in, turns around calmly. 


“She’s your what, Matthew,” he interjects, and continues, “and if she’s anything of yours, 


why did you not protect her? Where were you when they came to take her last night? Drunk 
again, no doubt. Swimming in self-pity. Am I right?” 

Jack levels a hard stare at the boy-man in front of him, one eye slightly puffed up, a purple 
moon forming underneath it. 

The words slither through Matthew, leaving behind a cold, damp layer of guilt. 

Jack sighs, “Matt, sit down. Sit down, and let’s talk.” 

Matthew slows his breathing and eases himself into the chair opposite Jack. 

After all these years, the loss of his wife, the zombie outbreak, and the loss of his 
daughter, Jack still looks like he stepped out of an old American comic book—a confident 
hero that gives the impression of spending his days in a gym. He’s a short man with a solid 
frame. Light brown hair, tinged with grey, is slicked back on his head with a neat side comb, a 
style Jack has been wearing for decades. The only thing out of place are the marks on his face, 
left by Abel’s men, which make him seem even more manly. 

Jack is all authority. The killing of a friend who had turned while they were making their 
trek down from Wynand’s house to the Seaviews resort was a tragic event. But it only 
solidified Jack’s position as the leader the compound needs. His tranquil disposition has 
always brought with it an awe-inspiring command. Everybody in the compound respects 
him. When Jack speaks, people listen. Obey. 

It’s no different now. Matthew feels like a rebellious, silly little child who’d had the 
audacity to challenge a parent he had no means of standing up against. Abraham Piper trying 
to shame his benevolent father. 

Jack’s desk is a picture of tidiness. A dated desk pad lies neatly squared in the middle of it, 
while a desk organiser standing on the left-hand corner contains a pen, a pencil, an eraser, a 
stapler, a staple remover, and a card Bella had made for him for his last birthday. 

The rest of the office is as dull as Jack’s desk. The walls are a light grey, while the vinyl 
floor tiles are a darker shade of grey. In one corner stands a large padlocked cupboard, where 
Jack keeps a cache of weapons. Jack insists that recon teams not keep weapons at their homes, 
fearing that children might get their hands on them, leading to more sorrow than he was 
willing to cope with after the compound’s last loss of a child’s life. 

“Matthew, I have a lot on my plate. I would rather you not throw hissy fits right now. I 
told you to get on with your life. Clearly, you didn’t listen. I’m not gonna babysit you, but you 
need to think of others. The second commandment, remember? This is not how you're 


supposed to fulfil it. 


“Getting Bella back is now top priority. She’s been taken.” 

Jack says this as if Matthew doesn’t know, disbelief drenching the words. It’s a reminder 
to himself, as if it can’t be real. A mental pinch to convince himself of the truth. 

“No use throwing around accusations. Or... we could, if you want?” 

Jack raises his eyebrows. Matthew cannot meet his gaze. 

“I'd rather we don't. That’s not how you build a future. I'd prefer it if you worked with 
me, despite our recent disagreement. It’s nothing personal, but put yourself in my shoes. I’m 
protecting my daughter.’ 

Matthew is puzzled by the benevolence his ex-would-be father-in-law shows him and has 
shown him since the beginning. Even when Matthew committed the unpardonable sin, even 
after Jack demanded Matthew break it off with his daughter. 

He listens intently whenever Jack speaks. It’s a puzzling bond. Jack seems to always have 
an ear available for Matthew. Jack is simultaneously indifferent and accepting of Matthew. 
Matthew despises him for it. He wants to be hated, especially by Jack, the only one who 
knows the truth. 

Jack continues on in his low, calm voice: “I’ve already put together a team—” 

“I’m going with,” interrupts Matthew, fixing steely, cold eyes on Jack’s. 

“T can’t allow that. Not in your state,” replies Jack, knowing full well he has to let Matthew 
go if he’s to ever see his daughter alive again. 

Matthew scrunches his eyes, leans forward as if to physically challenge Jack, and replies, 
“What state, Jack? I’m sober, aren’t I? Look at me. I’m sober.” 

The last words are a murmur, as the truth sinks into Matthew’s own mind. Sober? You? 
You wouldn’t know what sober looked like if it walked in a straight line, shouting at the top 
of its lungs. 

Matthew fights hard to keep his throbbing headache from revealing otherwise. He pulls 
back his head, thinking Jack wouldn't smell the rum on his breath, then he drops his head and 
says softly, “I have nothing here, Jack. The compound is not my life. Not anymore.” 

He leans forward, rests his elbows on his knees, and drops his head. 

“T need this, Jack. I need—” 

His head juggles a million words. What does he need? Does he need her? It was clear as 
day just a few months ago. Everything made sense. In the space of a few months, everything 
got so jumbled that he doesn’t know what he needs, much less care about what he needs. 


Jack leans back and pouts. He pushes the fingers of both hands against each other, 


squeezing his palms together, his elbows resting on the chair’s arms. 

“Tl let you go, Matthew, but you can’t screw this up. She’s the only one left for me. She’s 
all I have left, and we know why that is. I won't let it slide if your negligence causes another 
accident.’ He stretches the last word to emphasise it. 

Matthew starts to whimper. This always happens with Jack. He comes into Jack’s 
presence as a man, and five minutes later, he’s a scared little boy. He sags his head into his 
hands and snot and tears flood across his fingers. 

“It’s OK, Matt,” purrs Jack, satisfied that Matthew is yet again clay in his hands. 

“Tl let you go, but you'll obey Phillip’s every command. That clear?” 

Deep inside Matthew, shame tugs at anger, but he knows that this is not the time to assert 
himself. He accepts Jack’s word as gospel and simply nods in agreement. He lifts his head. 
Jack passes a box of tissues across the table, careful to hide the scorn he feels for the show of 
emotion. Matthew digs into the box, removes a fistful, and cleans up his face. It’s the closest 
he’s gotten to cleaning himself in over a week. An infant baptism, his tears cleansing him. On 
the outside, at least. 

He scrunches up the ball of tissues and throws it at the black square metal bin standing in 
the corner, then slowly gets up from the chair and mumbles, Thank you. He turns and ambles 
out of the office. 

Excellent. Everything’s going according to plan, Jackie-boy. 

He gets up from his chair and walks towards the door. The team needs a talk. They'll be 
upset to learn Matthew is going along. Need to reassure them. 

He likes Matthew, but Bella is blood. This must happen. It’s a good thing. Besides, the 
man can’t handle pressure. He’s not right for Bella. 

Remember what your daddy always said, Jackie-boy? Two things bring out a person’s real 
colours: freedom and pressure. 

Matthew had both, and both brought forth his true colours. 

Bella will come back, marry a decent man, and the compound will be rid of someone who 
isn’t worthy of leading it into freedom—two good things following a string of bad luck. 

Why Abel is doing this, Jack can’t imagine. Had he been holding a grudge against Jack all 
this time? Two decades? Over Mary? Seems childish, but then, Abel had always been a 
rollercoaster of emotion, often like a woman, which grated Jack at times. 


Whatever happens, this will work out to the benefit of the compound. 


A speech 


Grave faces gather in the open area in front of Jack’s office. Men and women form buzzing 
clicks while kids sneak off to play, the grownups’ meeting offering yet another excuse for 
making the most of a gorgeous fall day. For kids around the world, the outbreak may have 
been nothing short of release from prison—a prison they didn’t know their parents had 
locked them up in. 

Jack stares out of the office window onto the clearing in front of his home. He can sense 
the simmering anger in his people. They don’t feel safe anymore, Jackie-boy, not with two 
tragedies so close together. Capitalise on their anger. Make it count. Don’t let the opportunity 
go to waste. They’re doubting your ability to lead. They think you're losing it, Jackie. Good. 
Let them wonder. Use their anger for their own good. Let them remain on edge. Anger drives 
survival. Make Bella’s return their hope for a brighter future. Give them something to fight 
for. 

What if she doesn’t return? What if Abel kills her? He wipes the thought from his head. 
He’s never been one to plan based on negative sentiment. His was planning with confidence; 
hope for a positive outcome. He has no choice now. This is his beloved daughter. 

Jack knows the people will want assurance that they’re safe. Never mind the fact that his 
daughter had just been kidnapped. He knows human nature. They'll dress their concerns as if 
for him and the tragic kidnapping, but he knows they'll want to be reassured that this sort of 
thing won’t happen again and that he'll get his daughter back. For them. 

“Join our compound. It’s a good, secure life,“ Jack thinks to himself. This is the basic 
propaganda he sends his recon teams out with. Keep it simple, boys. Tell them they'll be sure 
of three things: safety, sustenance, and shelter. 

But he’s not sure about safety anymore. For the moment, however, he’ll work with the 
fear. He'll use it to his advantage. He'll take his fickle people’s fear and turn it into something 
for their own good. 

When Jack steps from his office onto his porch, the low rumble flowing through the 
people goes quiet. The eyes of the lost sheep are fixed on their shepherd. Jack senses the 
tension and drinks in the concern of his people. He slowly paces his porch, intent on showing 
his loyal subjects that he’s not only in full control but also able to keep a cool head and do 
what’s necessary to ensure peace and security, despite the marks left by the kidnappers. 
Because of the marks of the kidnappers. 


Phillip had rounded up the chosen rescue team, the men standing at the front of the 


crowd, near the porch, their faces earnest, eager to hear from their leader, hands behind their 
backs, men ready to march into hell for their leader. 

Matthew has taken a position to the side of the group—Dylan next to him—furtively 
glancing to see if crew members notice where he’s positioned. Matthew is all too aware of the 
shame attached to associating with the compound drunk, but he tries to keep his head high, 
an alcohol-free fire of sorts having kindled in his heart. 

Jack, still slowly pacing his porch, keeps his hands behind his back, a scowl on his 
forehead. One thing he does not do is show emotion. Neither does he slump. He is the 
compound leader. He must show his subjects that he is strong, stable, and in control. 

Halfway across the porch, in front of the steps leading up to his porch, he comes to a halt 
facing the door into his office, drops his head, sighs deeply, lifts his head, and turns to the 
crowd. 

“My friends, family—” 

He lets the words sink in. Got to reinforce your love for them, Jackie-boy. 

“I’m sure the news is as devastating to you as it is to me. My own daughter, the love of my 
life, has been stolen from me. From you. From us.” 

Jack pauses again to let the words sink in. His loss is their loss. They must feel it. 

I’m sure you're as furious as I am, but let’s not let our anger get the better of us. We've 
built something magnificent up until now. We have achieved much. It’s only natural that the 
forces of evil would turn envious. 

“Therefore, upsets are to be expected. Truth be told, I never envisioned this sort of upset, 
but I’m handling the situation the same way I'd handle it if any of you were taken. We're all 
family, and family sticks together.” 

The crowd, warming to their leader’s words, nods and starts clapping. 

He allows them to finish their applause, satisfied with the response, then continues, “We 
will do our utmost to ensure Bella returns. We will do what’s necessary to get her back so that 
our peaceful existence continues on like before. We'll continue building our future. We'll 
thrive. 

“But I need something from you.” 

Show them some vulnerability, Jackie-boy. Just enough to make them confident in their 
own abilities. They need you to need them. 

“As tough as this is, [need you to go on with your day as normal. I need you to stay strong 


and work with me to ensure we don’t buckle now. Not after all we've been through. 


"Love, and love deeply. Those sending out their loved ones should use the rest of the day 
to show them how much they mean to you. Tell them you'll be waiting for them when they 
return. And if they don’t return, make sure they know, without a shadow of a doubt, that you 
loved them while they were still here. Leave no room for doubt.’ 

A roar from the crowd. Cheers, clapping. 

Nailed it, Jackie-boy. Confidence restored. Now work their anger, but not too much. 

“Make no mistake, this is a dangerous mission, and our enemy is bent on destroying us. 
He hates me, you, us. If we don’t get Bella back, don’t think he'll stop. Your daughter might be 
next. Or your son. Evil does not discriminate; it only devours.’ 

A murmur rising, anger seething. Good work. Now finish off with hope. 

“Our boys will do their best. Whatever the outcome, be proud of them now for whatever 
awaits them in the future. A bright future, no matter the outcome.” 

The murmur slowly turns to clapping and cheers again, and Jack, happy with the 
outcome, sends the people off, hope filling the air. 

Jack looks to Phillip, standing in the middle of the men at the bottom of the steps. 


“Phillip, you and the men, join me in the office.’ 


A meeting 


“There’s no room for failure, boys.” 

Jack, seated in his chair, folds his arms and rocks back and forth gently, his voice earnest. 
He scans the faces lined up in front of him for traces of fear or doubt. He cannot allow 
anyone to go on this mission if there’s even a smidgeon of doubt among the men. He needn't 
worry. There’s a confidence surging through them—an electric current waiting for a switch 
to be flipped. Even in Matthew. It pleases him. 

He continues, “We know who took Bella. Why, we don’t know. But there’s no doubt it 
was Abel. 

“I expect you to undertake this mission as if it’s your own child you're rescuing. Because 
that’s what it is. Bella has been a daughter and a sister to all of you.’ 

He sweeps the room with his index finger, pointing to each man, to personalise it and 
drive home the intimacy of the situation. 

The men nod in agreement. 

Even Phillip, despite his short tenure at the compound, had come to love Bella. In spite of 


what happened between her and Matthew—and compound members still don’t know why, 


Phillip included—Bella kept up her friendly disposition, hiding the sorrow she couldn't hide 
from Phillip like a trooper. Matthew, as much as Phillip had come to love him, had become 
unmanageable. 

Matthew, standing behind the men, as if to keep as far away from Jack as possible, lets his 
mind drift back to times when he’d sit with Bella at the side of the elderly, the sick, and the 
infirm, just watching her care and communicating, listening intently, holding a hand, and 
stroking a cheek. 

He thinks about the times he’d join her for a Sunday school class she’d present to the little 
ones, who loved her and hung on her lips. She had a way with people. Everyone loved her. 
She loved everyone. Those who deserved love. 

Andrew lifts a hand. 

“Andrew?” 

“Jack!” begins Andrew. “Jack, you know I trust you wholeheartedly, but there’s something 
I, we, some of the men would like to say-” 

He clears his throat before continuing, "Some of the men feel it won't be safe to take 
Matthew along.” 

He utters the words as if Matthew’s not there. He’s being ghosted. In real life. 

William glances at Matthew, and Matthew sees the tinge of a self-satisfied smile—a star 
pupil waiting for a gold star to be stuck to his forehead by the teacher he’s brown-nosing. 

Matthew purses his lips and asks mockingly, “Sucking up to the principal, William?” 

William clenches his teeth, balls a fist, and steps towards Matthew, who smiles at 
William’s advance. 

Phillip steps between the men, placing a firm hand on William’s arm, and glares at him. 

William is unable to control his anger. 

“You know damn well you'll mess up this mission, Matt. You’re probably drunk, standing 
there.’ 

Matthew smirks. 

Jack, sitting back, taking in the scene, breathes in deeply and commands, “Enough!” 

Phillip scowls at William, the towering man’s presence enough to convince him that this 
is not the time or place and that his challenge might have been overstepping the line. 

Jack, calm again, gently says, “Let him without sin cast the first stone,” glaring at William, 
who drops his head, ashamed at having had to endure scorn for a sentiment shared by others 


too, now quiet in the presence of their leader, their bravery having fled the room. 


The room remains quiet, Jack letting the tension ease. 

This is good, Jackie-boy. Let them sniff each other now rather than later. They know 
Phillip’s in charge, so it won’t get out of hand. 

When he’s satisfied that the men know that Matthew’s going on the mission, he presses 
his hands together and launches into a pep talk sermon. 

“Men, through many trials, we must enter the promised land. 

“I won't lie to you. For some of you, this might be the final trial before you set foot in 
Canaan. I cannot promise you a safe journey and a definite return. 

“Such foolish promises belonged to those who thought Facebook was where you had 
coffee and Instagram was where you had a drink. Those who had the wisdom of Yoda behind 
their keyboards but the communication skills of a brick in real life. Positive self-talk has no 
place in the canon of the wise. 

“We are of the rational era, an era drowning in sorrow, yet despite our flailing, we are 
surviving. 

“We are warriors, gentlemen. We do not flinch when punched. We do not keep lying in 
the dust when trampled upon. 

“We face trials with courage. This is what I expect of you. All of you. And it’s the only 
thing I expect. I won’t expect the impossible from you, but God have mercy on you if you do 
not do everything in your power to make the impossible possible.” 

He gazes intently at his men, their eyes returning his gaze. 

His voice goes soft, and his eyes are hazy. 

If you fail, so be it. It was the will of God. I will not think any less of you if you don’t 
manage to—” 

Jack’s voice trails off, fading, the gravity of the situation, an emotional ocean all day, 
reaching a peak. 

Phillip nods at Jack and says, “Jack, we'll do our best. We promise.” 

Jack clears his throat. 

“Take the rest of the day off. Spend it with your family. I'll see you tonight.” 

The men nod, turn, and head for the door. Phillip, first to it, opens it and allows the 
others to file out, Matthew last. He trains his eyes on Matthew, who seems oblivious to the 
stare. When Phillip exits, he closes the door and calls to Matthew, who comes to a stop at the 
bottom of the steps and turns, not saying a word. 


“Matt, I’m glad you’re coming,” says Phillip. 


Matthew forces a wan smile, turns, and trudges home. 


The cleansing 


Matthew enters his house, his eyes scanning the dirty clods of clothing and dishes scattered 
around the living room. 

He sighs, bends down, and starts picking up things, putting them on the couch, before 
stepping towards the side table, where he lifts the framed photo and stares down at her happy 
face. A bitter smile crosses his lips. He places the frame down again, hiding her face from the 
hunger inside him. 

He carries laundry to the bathroom, stashing everything in the bathtub. The dishes he 
piles up on the sink. He throws empty bottles and cigarette stubs into the bin, not bothering 
with a liner. 

He sees himself standing next to Bella on the beach, taking vows. But then reality strikes 
him like a hangover. You're going on a rescue mission, Matt. You might not come back. 
There’s no point in cleaning. But he doesn’t listen to himself. The thoughts of a bright future, 
once his not long ago, win the battle. It drives him to clean up his house and his life. 

“Well done, Matthew,” says Tony proudly, sitting in his lush chair, his dark, soothing voice 
purring into Matthew’s ear. 

“See, you're so much better. You’re making small choices, and look at the big difference 
they’re already making. You're turning your life around, Matthew. That’s great. Keep going. 
I’m proud of you. We’re all proud of you, right, folks?” 

The audience starts cheering. 

“You're right, Tony. I’m better already,’ he murmurs into the air. 

He finds renewed purpose, egged on by the calming voice echoing through his mind and 
its mind-numbing positive confessions. 

He convinces himself that it might be to remind people that he was once a human being, 
not the drunkard he’s become in the span of only a few months—the living zombie. He finds 
renewed purpose at the thought of possibly dying. He grabs hold of the idea with vigour. If 
he’s going to die, he'll die a hero—someone worth celebrating. He needs his shrine to be clean 
when people visit it. 

“That’s right, Matthew. You’re a winner. Why not celebrate?” 

“How? How should I celebrate?” 


“You know how, Matthew. You know very well. You don’t have to go overboard. Just have 


a little bit. You deserve it, don’t you think?” 

An audience cheers at the words of Matthew in his own personal game show, presented 
by Tony Chopra, the self-help guru who wishes only the best for Matthew. 

“Youre right, Tony. I should celebrate,’ murmurs Matthew. ”Celebrate small victories. I 
don’t have to go overboard. Just have a tiny tot. Surely that’s fine.” 

The audience cheers again, canned clapping filling his head. Whistling. Tony smiles a 
smile whiter than the robe of a sinner washed of his guilt, holding out an open hand, inviting 
Matthew to enter a room filled with the promise of joy. 

He shuffles to his room, bends down, puts his arms against the side of the bed, and pushes 
it two feet towards the wall. He lifts a loose floorboard and gazes at the contents neatly 
slotted into the cavity below it. The golden liquid shimmers in his head. A life buoy in case he 
runs out. 

The crowd chants Matthew’s name, and Tony’s soothing, deep voice asks, “Well, 
Matthew, don’t you want to see what awaits you beyond the door? Why not open it and find 
out?” 

He plucks up the bottle and holds it in front of him, inspecting the Ferreira Post logo. He 
focuses his energy on the logo, trying to transport what he feels for it to the content of the 
bottle. He knows better. But he can’t indulge. This ends now. 

“Come on, Matthew, you deserve it.” 

The chanting continues, with Matthew’s name ringing in his head. 

He races to the kitchen, popping the cork from the bottle on the way. He stops at the sink 
and holds the open bottle before him again. The sweet fragrance slams into his nostrils and 
starts its charming tune, snaking its way into his head. One sip. That’s all. Just take one sip, 
the logo taunts him. 

“It’s one sip from you that ripped Bella from my arms,’ he whispers at the bottle through 
clenched teeth. 

He knows what he says is not true, but he must fight this thing with everything he’s got, 
even if it means lying to himself. 

A knock at the door shocks him back to reality. 

Matthew places the bottle on the sink and squeezes the cork back in. He'll save it for 
when they get back. Bella would want to celebrate their return, their victory, and their 
reunion. He places his hands on the sink and drops his head, then breathes deeply. He feels 
exhilarated, like when he’d completed a round of sparring with André at the boxing gym. He 


opens a top cupboard and slides the bottle in. 

“That’s okay, Matthew. You can always celebrate later.” 

Tony’s voice fades. This round is Matthew’s. 

“Coming!” he shouts to whomever is still rapping at the door. 

He paces to the front door, but before he opens, he draws a deep breath. Then he squares 
his shoulders and opens. It’s Dylan again. 

“Time to go, Matt.” 

Matthew nods. 

Dylan senses a resoluteness to Matthew’s words, and he wonders how long Matthew’s 
latest commitment will last. He’s seen Matthew in a state of resolve before. Beyond a small 
blossom, it bore no lasting fruit, only disappointment for Matthew. And those around him. 

Matthew steps out of his apartment, closes the door, and takes off for Jack’s office, his 
face set straight ahead. Dylan is not a reality to him. 

Dylan walks beside him quietly, then says furtively, “Matthew, I’m sorry I’ve not been 
there for you.” 

“Whatever, man,” says Matthew with a tinge of rancour. “I suppose it’s not easy being 
friends with a drunk, right?” Matthew cannot keep the bitterness from his voice and doesn’t 
look at Dylan when he speaks. He doesn’t feel anything. He doesn’t want to feel anything. 
He’s been given new hope, and he doesn’t want anything to divert his attention from the task 
at hand. 


Dylan opens his mouth, but the sting from Matthew’s words sticks in his throat. 


Return, sinner 


Matthew and Dylan arrive at Jack’s house at 6:34, pockets of people standing around in the 
clearing, those staying behind in safety, greeting those giving up their lives to rescue their 
daughter from the clutches of hell. 

Matthew plods around the clearing in front of Jack’s office, feeling like a child lost in a 
shopping centre without a toy section. He scowls at the sombre faces around him and takes in 
the hugs, the kisses, and the whispers of love flooding the area. Matthew has none of it and 
feels envy rising in his gut. He banishes it by thinking of her. He imagines himself saving 
Bella from a raving band of zombies, fighting off a hungry horde with his modified machete, 
her clinging to him in desperation, and when it’s all done and they're safe back, a magnificent 


welcome awaiting them both as they enter the compound on horseback, he the hero of the 


people and the saviour of the princess; her knight in shining armour; her, the ever-grateful, 
devoted wife. 

He sickens even himself with the drippiness of his fantasy and tries to clear his mind. 

“No-o-ho, Matt, you're spot-on! You'll still be the hero yet! You've got everything going 
for you. What does the audience say?” Tony asks, flashing a brilliant smile. 

More cheering, exasperating Matthew. 

The thought of his sin is always ready to provide him with enough fodder for flagellation. 
He’d prefer a black demon to whisper murderous verse into his ear to the incessant positive 
self-speak provided by Tony Chopra, a creation of his own—an unwanted child stuck to his 
back like a conjoined twin. 

“Keep it together, Matt. Can't lose it in front of the people, he murmurs to himself, 
pacing up and down. “They’re already treating you like a leper.” 

The murmuring seems to keep Tony somewhat quiet, giving Matthew some peace. 
Nothing like the rum to bring true peace, but... no, Matt! You’re done with that life! You have 
something, someone, to live for again. You're not going back to the rum. 

A popup prayer group has formed, with Wynand leading it, not far from where Matt is 
fighting the battle against the sugary nemesis of his own making. 

Wynand, lifting his head for a moment after another amen, spots Matthew trampling 
around with agitation, coming to a stop, facing away from the people, seemingly speaking to 
himself. He silently breaks free from the group and pads to Matthew. 

When Wynand is behind Matthew, he reaches out a hand and places it gently on 
Matthew’s shoulder, saying, “Hey Matt, wanna join us?” 

Before Matthew disappeared into the abyss and his life spiralled out of control, Wynand 
never had to ask him to join them for anything. He’d just shown up. He’d been an active part 
of the Christian community, a reliable servant whom Wynand often depended upon. Seeing 
him in this state breaks Wynand’s heart. 

At Wynand’s touch, Matthew jumps around and slaps away Wynand’s hand. When he sees 
it’s Wynand, he drops his head and utters, “Hey, Wynand. Sorry. Don’t do that. Gave me a 
start,’ his words coming out in staccato fashion. 

Nervous fingers twine together as Wynand eyes him with penetrating yet soft eyes. 

“Sorry Matt. Just wanted to check if you’re okay. Wondered if you'd like to join our 
prayer group. Things will get messy out there, and I'd like for you to be at peace with God.” 


“Never one to mince words, good old Wynand,’ says Matthew with a nervous snort, and 


he runs fingers through his dirty golden locks, lifts his head, and looks square into Wynand’s 
eyes, challenging him with, “But you know how I feel about your God, and you know how 
your God feels about me.’ 

Wynand purses his lips together and smiles, knowing he’d lose this round to Matthew but 
that the battle wasn’t over yet. He gestures towards the praying huddle and ends the 
conversation with, “You know God’s arms are open. Run to Him. Anyway, I'll keep you in 
prayer, Matt. Hope you find peace.” 

Matthew snickers at Wynand’s invitation. 

“Thanks, Wynand, but I find His yoke much harder than He said it would be, and His 
burden has started leaving marks on my back. Better off without the load.’ 

Wynand nods, turns around, and heads back to the group, praying in earnest for 


guidance, protection, and success. 


The crew 


Compound street lights cast a dim shadow on the men standing in front of Jack’s office. 
They ve said their goodbyes. They’re ready for what lies ahead. For some of them, it would be 
the last time their loved ones saw them. The men know this. 

Matthew has moved into the shadows, away from the men, preferring the tentacles of 
night to the comfort of brotherhood. 

Jack steps out of his office onto the porch, murmurs something, and walks back into the 
office. The men move up the steps and file into the office silently, like a coven of cabalists 
entering a secret meeting. When the last man is in, Matthew stalks out of the dark, ascends 
the steps, and enters furtively. Matthew’s presence turns the mood from sombre to sour, 
some of the men not hiding their disgust at his presence, possibly caused by the sickly sweet 
smell of rum pouring out of the being of this permanent walking hangover. It'll take more 
than Phillip’s earlier intervention to convince them that Matthew’s going along is a good 
idea. 

Jack nods at the men and commands Matthew to close the door, his tone firm yet 
friendly, as if he’s speaking to his future son-in-law. He’s good. Matthew almost believes Jack 
could accept him again. 

The rescue crew is made up of sixteen men. Matthew scans the room, looking at the 
other fifteen, all of whom played an integral part in his life mere months ago, most of whom 


now treat him with pity or scorn. 


Phillip is his favourite, as far as the word can be used when your main mission in life is to 
ignore humans as if they're infected. Phillip still reaches out to Matthew, even though 
Matthew makes himself unreachable. Phillip’s is a sad story. He lived a hermit’s life in Oyster 
Bay, trying to hide from the TV star celebrity status that had earned him a cult-like following 
he couldn't get rid of if he were a wet dog shaking himself. Outbreak hit and saw him culling 
more than half the town before heading out for greener pastures. The strange thing is, he 
wanted nothing more than to be a loner. That is, until the outbreak hit. When Oyster Bay 
emptied of humans and became a veritable loner’s paradise, something awakened in him. A 
desire to meet more people; to mean something to society. Matthew suspects the man 
realised, perhaps almost too late, that he needed interaction that stretched beyond moans and 
growls. It was okay to have life at arm’s length, as long as it was human life. 

Mark’s a nice enough guy. Grey hair always cropped short. Receding hairline he refers to 
as an accentuated widow’s peak. Piercing blue eyes, a sharp nose, and a smile that leaves his 
wife weak. Left her weak. She’s gone now, courtesy of a steak knife stab to the throat. Mark 
didn’t have much of a choice, really. He never finished the steak. He was too busy saving 
himself and his daughter from becoming the main meal. Mark’s background in the South 
African parabats lends itself well to a post-apocalyptic zombie shimmy, a dance he accepts 
wholeheartedly. You can take a soldier out of the war, but you can’t take the war out of a 
soldier. 

Stefan’s not bad, although Matthew finds him intimidating. Tallish, mid-fortyish, quiet, 
always with a stern look on his face, his brown eyes neither happy nor sad. Slight grey streaks 
through a shadow of brown hair, which, when long, curls like it’s permed. Stefan is a leader- 
follower. Always keen to do the will of his master and never shy to gently command those 
below him. He’s good at it. Matthew respects the man. Stefan managed to protect his wife, 
Yolanda, and two kids when the outbreak hit. Matthew suspects Stefan’s concealed Glock had 
something to do with it. They live in the cardboard box section. Stefan insisted on it. They 
form a solid contribution to the compound. 

Michael is a pale, bald-headed man with a pinched face, sharp nose, sharp chin, deep-set 
eyes, a pair of thick glasses, and a nasal twang that makes it sound like he’s forever offended. 
Even when he praises someone, it sounds like he’s launching an official complaint. Matthew’s 
not fond of him. Self-righteous. Always ready to pick a doctrinal fight. Matthew’s often lured 
him into some battle, using as bait some obscure theologically malformed notion, just to get 


him to launch into one of his tirades. Then he’d pump Bella, not amused at Matthew’s antics, 


in the ribs, sit back, and watch, smiling. It was entertaining. Now it’s unbearable. From 
Michael’s perspective, it must seem like he’s trying to gently coax Matthew onto the “right 
way” again. From Matthew’s end, it feels like Michael is prodding him with a spike- 
reinforced electric cattle prod. 

Got to admit it, Matty, the man is anything but pusillanimous. Got the heart of a lion. 

Michael’s weapon of choice is a machete, but one to which he curiously added a cross- 
section just above the handle, giving it the appearance of a sword with an oversized cross- 
guard, signifying, according to Michael, the cross of Christ. 

“There is no deadlier weapon,” he’d proclaim in his nasal twang. 

In a drawn-out discussion with one of his best friends, which sounded like Michael was 
critiquing something or someone, he explained that the cross brought about the defeat of the 
world’s greatest enemy, Satan, the old serpent. And when he held aloft his machete, he felt 
victory coursing through his body. Despite the chuckles and eyerolls his strange belief draws, 
it turns a mild-mannered Christian geek into a ferocious terror in battle. The lamb becomes a 
lion. 

Lunga, a stocky Zulu with shoulders like a garden wall, had found himself in Jeffreys Bay, 
far from his home town of Durban in KZN, when the outbreak hit. Matthew likes him. An 
adventurer at heart. Always on the prowl, especially at night. It grates Matthew, but the 
difference between what Lunga does and what Matthew did lies in motive. Lunga’s lone 
ranger missions bear fruit that the whole compound tastes the sweetness of. Matthew’s 
actions defied the golden rule. Roughly the same action, polar opposite results—a fact he 
often throws in Tony Chopra’s face, who simply shrugs it off with another lame platitude. 
Lunga is always friendly towards Matthew, with a look of compassion in his brown eyes 
when he sees the fallen man. Or perhaps Lunga simply doesn’t care. 

Lunga’s wearing a traditional Zulu headband, something he always wears when he exits 
the compound on a mission. It’s his war mode. His weapons of choice are an ikiwa, a 
traditional Zulu stabbing spear, and a short iwisa, or knobkierie, which hangs from his belt. 

Ryan, a lanky man with a deep voice and disarming smile, keeps a distance from 
Matthew. They had never been close, but Ryan had always been amicable. When Ryan saw 
Matthew drunk the first time, he didn’t know how to respond. An awkward silence hung in 
the air, and from then on, Ryan has kept a healthy distance. Matthew doesn’t remember much 
of it, but he started feeling a coldness in the man’s greetings after the event. Doesn’t blame 


him. What do you do when a man you barely had rapport with suddenly turns into a hobo? 


It’s like running into someone you saw at school every day, never met, and suddenly run into 
years later, but now the man’s a beggar. Ryan is married to the love of his life, Tenita. Studied 
agronomics before the outbreak. Jack made her head of food production. Perfect for the 
position. Ryan would kill to keep her safe. He has. She’s still nice to Matthew. 

Timon is one of the funniest men Matthew knows. Knew. What struck Matthew about 
the man with the high forehead and a love for grunter fishing was the preemptive smile that 
would creep onto his face the moment he had a joke ready. It’s like Timon primes a person 
for the punchline. People hang on his lips, the curl comes into his mouth, and, wham, the joke 
hits. The man has a way. Matthew appreciates it, even if it has to be from a distance these 
days. Timon used to be a pro drummer. Matthew used to rag him about it. How difficult 
could drumming be, right? Banging on the bongos like a chimpanzee. But he knew what Timon 
produced was gold. Timon had made his way to Wynand’s house with his wife, Nelda, who 
was pregnant with a baby girl, when the outbreak hit. All of Timon’s brothers, with whom he 
shared a closeness not seen in most families, were killed. Nelda proved a monumental 
support to the little drummer boy when he found himself without siblings. Matthew’s still 
not sure how they made it. How does being good at keeping a beat make you good at beating 
zombies? A miracle, if those exist. 

Ruben used to be one of Matthew’s favourites. A tallish blond man with a permanent 
smile welded to his face, he’s best enjoyed with a glass of whisky on the rocks. Ruben has a bit 
of a mumble. You either listen really well or ask him to repeat. It’s always worth hearing, 
though, so you often hear people around Ruben uttering the phrase, Pardon? They don’t want 
to miss it, because as funny as Timon is, Ruben tops it. Matthew doesn’t know if the smile he 
receives from Ruben when they now pass each other in the compound is because Ruben is 
just always smiling, or Ruben is mocking him, or simply feeling uncomfortable at seeing 
Matthew. 

Omri. Before the outbreak, he was the owner of an RPA startup. A bit of a robot himself. 
Could never just do something. Always needed to automate. 

“We should go fishing, Oms,” Matthew’d say. 

Omri would stare at Matthew, his head already spinning up an app that would show him 
which activity he’d never get to: fishing, surfing, kayaking. Always automating everything. 
Matthew was surprised he didn’t build a robot for fighting zombies—at the very least, a 
panga that stabbed zombies without him having to lift a finger—and then spat out stats about 


the depth of the stab, which vital organ was severed, and how long it took for the zombie to 


terminate. Matthew enjoyed Omri; was fascinated by his interesting outlook on life. Omri 
lives in the compound with his wife, daughter, and son. If the new world saw the building of 
motorcars again, Omri would be involved in building the production line. Would probably be 
better than anything the Japanese come up with. 

Kevin is the quietest man Matthew knows. Slightly younger than Matthew. He cannot tell 
where Kevin falls on his current hobo-of-the-compound status. He greets Matthew, and it 
doesn’t seem any less without life than it did before Matthew met his golden new friend, 
Ferreira Post Rum. Before the fall—both the fall of humanity and the fall of Matthew— 
actually, Kevin was just a friendly guy who liked fishing. And Micha’s sister. These days, she 
likes him back. It’s bound to turn into a union of some sort, officiated by Wynand, most 
probably. Matthew probably wouldn't be invited. 

“We wanted to invite you, Matthew. It’s not that you’re an out-of-control drunken 
psychopath who gave up on life and your fiancé. Not at all. It’s just that the community hall 
only seats so many people.’ 

André, a short, stocky little man with a mop of hair and a pencil moustache, peeks from 
somewhere behind Phillip. Matthew owned a book by Astrid Lindgren when he was a child. 
It was one in the Karlsson-on-the-Roof series. Although André, anything but corpulent—in 
fact, oozing muscles—doesn’t resemble the fat little Lindgren character, Matthew couldn't 
help connecting the two. In his mind, André, with his disarming smile and confidence, was to 
Matthew something out of a children’s story, a modern Karlsson-on-the-Roof. André still 
tries to be friendly with him. It irritates Matthew. He wants to wallow in his sorrow. There’s 
enough to wallow in for a few lifetimes. André won't have it, the stubborn little man with his 
amicable smile. Matthew nods when they make eye contact. 

Micha is the apple of his father’s eye. Tall, otter-mode body. Soft blond hair his girlfriend 
likes as much as his stoic, yet funny, demeanour. Part of a large family when the outbreak hit, 
quickly diminished when his mother turned, and infected most of her children. His father 
had the misfortune of killing most of them. Micha, his father, and his sister, Jolize, soon-to- 
be Kevin’s wife, joined the group early on at Wynand’s house. His father spends most of his 
time in his house, the sorrow of each day’s sunrise still biting into his heart. 

Dylan, good old Dylan. Arrived late to the party. Became Matthew’s best friend in only a 
few weeks. Bella loved him too. He saw them spending time together with jealousy lurking in 
his chest. Dylan’s a dark horse. Red-headed and always smiling, although he wasn’t smiling 


when he pitched up. But there’s something about Dylan... The man’s eyes are restless. Never 


able to simply sit and stare. Always looks like he’s trying to suss out something. Almost like 
he’s afraid someone will find out something about him that he’d rather keep hidden. Matthew 
thinks it might be the rum talking—his guilty mind looking for excuses for the way he started 
shunning Dylan. 

William is the tall, skinny, olive-skinned man with a pair of glasses that need serious 
eyesight to see through. Matthew used to get along with him well. Spent many hours on the 
lookout tower together. It turned sour on account of Matthew pitching up drunk. William, a 
tattle tale, still reports every one of Matthew’s missteps to Jack diligently, a primary school 
prefect dutifully reporting on a fellow student daring to get out of line. Matthew hates 
William. If there’s one man he wouldn't care about if he got killed, it’s William. He pushes the 
thought aside. Love thy neighbour as thyself. William, a neighbour? If Matthew were the man 
lying by the side of the road and William the Samaritan, Matthew would refuse help. He’d 
rather die a miserable death in the desert sun—bleed to death—than accept a helping hand 
from William. Could be because of Bella. He often saw William cooing around Bella, all too 
happy that she finally ousted this loser out of her life, and wouldn't she be interested in 
playing a game of chess? Or perhaps she needs help with the dishes? All’s fair in love and war. 
And sorrow. Matthew’s dead; let’s break some bread. William insists on using his own panga. 
To the rest of the crew, it’s obvious the weapon’s no different from their modified pangas, but 
William always points out that the blade has a different angle, making the weapon more 
efficient. In his mind only. 

Jaco is the odd one out. Matthew cannot hate the guy. Jaco, with tattoos sleeved up both 
arms and a beard that would make Moses proud, is soft-spoken, despite the outward 
appearance of look-at-me-and-I'll-beat-you-senseless, which he could. Long hair is tied 
tightly to the top of his head in a man-bun, but one of the compound men has yet to mock 
him about it. Jaco is second only to Phillip in his ability to successfully approach Matthew 
and bring calm to a raging mind. Jaco uses a genuine katana for a weapon. The man simply 
refuses to do mundane things, and the katana, a priceless heirloom, has gotten him out of 
many sticky situations. 

Jack motions to Phillip to join him at the white board, who dutifully steps towards his 
leader, his upper body dragging his legs along. 

Jack is hiding a nervousness that’s fighting hard to creep into his voice. The day’s events 
are getting to him, exhausting him. Keep it together, Jackie-boy. Can’t lose it now. Your men 


need you. Stay sharp. You can sleep when your daughter’s back. He carefully slides into his 


office chair, motions towards Phillip with an open hand, an invitation for the tall man to take 
the stage, and weaves his fingers together. 

Phillip launches into his lecture about their plan, and when he’s done, he asks, “Any 
questions?” 

He glances around at the faces, but the men just nod, fully understanding what’s expected 
of them and what they’re heading into. 

Lunga raises a hand and mumbles, “What happens if one of us gets bitten?” 

It’s a strange question, one Lunga knows the answer to. Perhaps he thinks a mission of 
this kind comes with certain perks, like receiving mercy when you're about to turn into a 
carnivorous, leprous, human-flesh-eating monster, thinks Matthew. 

“You know the drill. One bite, one blow.” 

Phillip repeats the mantra softly, knowing how much the blow had hurt him when he had 
to administer it to his friends and neighbours in Oyster Bay. 

The plan sounds simple and even doable. But if there’s one thing Matthew has learned 
from life, it’s that hardly anything is simple. Especially if you were responsible for the death 
of an innocent girl. Abel’s playing a game. Matthew knows that. The men know that. They 
didn’t need to read the note Jack left to know that. They didn’t need a scientific inquiry. 
They’re just not sure what game the demented Nero-wannabe is playing or what’s on the line 
if they lose. It’s death, thinks Matthew. Either way, it’s death. They save Bella, but some of 
them die. They don’t save Bella; she dies. Or they all die. It’s a losing hand, no matter how you 
look at it. Abel has all the cards in hand and one up his sleeve. 

Phillip calls to Mark, commanding him to hand out weapons. Unarmed crew members 
form a line. Mark steps to the cupboard, removes a key from his pocket, fiddles with the lock, 
swings open the creaky door, and starts removing pangas, handing them out as each member 
shuffles past. 

Ironically, the design of these weapons had been inspired by a zombie novel, World War 
Z, by Max Brooks, son of famed spoof movie director Mel Brooks. 

Jack, an avid reader, had read the book and thought the author’s approach to dealing with 
zombies was utterly practical. When they had devised weapons at Wynand’s house in the 
early days of the outbreak, Jack fashioned himself a panga after the one he read about in 
World War Z and field tested it. To his surprise and relief, it turned out to be an excellent 
weapon. It was like the AK-47 of hand weapons. 


When the men regroup, Jack smiles, letting out a tired sigh. 


“Almost dawn; time to move out.” 

Phillip steps to the door, opens it, stands aside, and quietly watches the men he’d come to 
love slowly file out of the office. 

When Matthew exits, Phillip smiles and gives him a nod. He knows Matthew needs all 
the encouragement he can get. And he has no desire to battle a froward drunkard out in the 
field. Best to strengthen ties, however weak they may be. 

Jack gets up from his chair, moves towards Phillip, sticks out a hand, and says, “Good 
luck.” 

Phillip grabs his leader’s hand firmly, pumping it for longer than normal. A show of 
respect. 

“We'll bring her back, Jack.” 

“You can only do your best, my friend.” 

Jack watches as Phillip leaves the office. 

The rescue crew disappears into the night. Jack closes the door and lets out a sigh. Time 


to try and get some rest, if that’s possible. 
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Thursday, 7 April, 2022 


Heading out 


A waxing crescent moon hangs over the ocean as the men quietly bundle together at the 


pipe. The air is crisp, with no wind, and a deep navy blue envelops the night. Stars hang 
tightly in the sky, more visible since most street lights died years ago. The air feels ominous; 
it has ever since the outbreak. Compound security team members, face-to-face with death 
more regularly than other residents, feel it most. Come rain or shine, those who have the 
breath of real life in them can never again shake the feeling of anxiety that comes with living 
in a world where someone wanting to tear into your head with their fingers and gouge at 
your brain might be waiting for you around the next corner. 

The men, dressed in dark attire with faces smeared with black streaks, stand knit 
together like the members of a foreign tribe, waiting for their commander to lead them into 
the safe arms of death. 

Phillip had decided to exit the compound via the pipe, a large duct stretching from the 
office near the lookout tower, near the bottom of the compound, to Woltemade Street. Their 
other option, an exit through the main gate near the bottom of the compound, is a natural 
choice for holidaymakers heading for the beach. But these are post-apocalyptic days—strange 
days—days of death, destruction, hatred, and revenge. No holiday makers; only people trying 
to survive and build something new. 

Phillip, a pessimist by nature, knows there might be malevolent eyes outside the 
compound waiting for an exodus from the compound. Years of experience in bush fighting 


taught him the principle of security through obscurity, so he opts for the pipe. 


Besides, exiting through the main gate would mean travelling the length of two additional 
blocks before going in the intended direction. In ordinary times, it would be no problem. But 
extraordinary times call for heightened vigilance, a default setting Phillip was accustomed to, 
even before the outbreak. 

The pipe stretches 20 metres, with a diameter of 1.6 metres, from within the compound, 
near the lookout tower, to Woltemade Street, on the other side of the security wall. Both ends 
are capped with a metal gate constructed from thick steel bars that are impossible to bend by 
hand. Each gate is kept in place with four padlocks and swings on industrial-sized hinges, 
making entry without heavy hydraulic or electrical equipment impracticable. The gaps in the 
gates are deceptively narrow. One compound member found his way into the compound 
through the gate. Well, not quite through the gate, but by way of having gotten stuck in the 
gate. How he survived without getting bitten until a security crew member rescued him the 
next morning is something most compound members still think is a miracle. Despite 
appearances, the pipe is the most secure vulnerability in the Seaviews compound. 

Phillip presses a button on his headlamp, and a dim beam throws light onto the grass in 
front of the pipe. He removes the small pack from his back, unzips the front pocket, and 
removes a small set of keys from it. He jingles the set, picks one, and aims his light beam at 
the top disc lock. He inserts the key, twists the shackle, removes it from the gate, and fastens 
it onto one of the gate’s bars. He does so with the other three padlocks, then swings the gate 
open on its squeaky hinge. 

He turns to the men, saying in a low voice, “Stefan, you come with me. We'll open the 
other gate. The rest of you, stay put until you see the signal.” 

Stefan steps forward, taking his place next to Phillip. 

“When you see the signal, enter the duct, close the gate, and make sure all the padlocks 
are locked in place. Whoever locks, don’t lose the key. 

“When you exit on the other side, stand against the wall until I’ve locked the gate. 

“We'll move up Woltemade into Koraal. Take the turnoff to Jeffreys Bay Primary. Follow 
the dirt road all the way up to Fountain’s Mall. Should be uneventful. We'll discuss the next 
move at Fountain’s.” 

He looks around at the dim, blackened faces around him and asks, “Everything clear?” 

The men bob their heads, eager to make their way into the wild. 

The idea to veer off onto a dirt road in lieu of following the tarred streets of Jeffreys Bay 


had not come without disagreement. When Jack and Phillip brought it up for discussion in 


Jack’s office, most of the men considered the move a waste of time and energy, arguing that 
Jeffreys Bay’s streets, at least this side of the town, hosted little or no zombie activity. 

Phillip had only needed to mention the loss of Jerry to remind the men that caution was 
required, and they agreed to take the longer route. Phillip had not made it this far in life by 
being sloppy. 

Phillip and Stefan bend down, enter the pipe, and shuffle towards the other end of the 
duct, where Phillip follows the routine for opening the grate. Once all the locks are removed, 
he creaks open the cover and steps outside, followed by Stefan. They come to a stop in 
Woltemade Street, on the green shoulder, and scan the area, the pale glow of their headlamps 
revealing nothing threatening. 

It’s the quiet before the storm, Phillip. Like in Oyster Bay. Calm night, only to turn into 
chaos. Better keep a sharp eye out. 

“Stefan,” whispers Phillip. 

Stefan knows what’s expected of him. He reaches his right arm behind his head and 
removes an LED spotlight from a convenient spot in his backpack. He presses a rubber 
button on the side of the torch, and a beam floods the dark blue sky. The spotlight shines far 
beyond what their eyes are capable of seeing at night. This is a comfort, since anything 
beyond 50 metres they can still prepare for. It’s when a threat pops up in front of you that 
things become hairy. 

The beam slowly makes its way down from Koraal, zig-zagging the surroundings 
methodically, until it lands on the police station three blocks down, a block away from the 
main beach. Phillip, satisfied that the area looks clean, touches Stefan’s shoulder, who turns 
off the torch before popping it back into his backpack. 

On the other side of the pipe, Mark is standing with his body bent down, looking down 
the length of the pipe, awaiting the signal to advance. 

Phillip, satisfied that the coast is clear, ducks back into the pipe and flashes his headlamp 
three times in the direction of the other opening. He switches off his headlamp, then steps 
out of the pipe. He takes a stand at the opening, places one hand on the edge, and ducks down 
to peer in as his soldiers come through. The faint footfall of boots turns into dark silhouettes 
that almost bump into him before passing onto the green shoulder. 

The last silhouette stops, switches on his headlamp, and shines it into a trembling hand, 
where a set of keys lays shimmering in a shaking palm. It’s Matthew. When Phillip takes the 
keys from Matthew, Matthew grabs at Phillip’s arm, gripping it tightly. He whispers, Thank 


you, Phillip,” then releases it, drops his head, and ducks into the night. Phillip doesn’t answer. 
His thoughts are detached. He cannot afford emotion. The best thing he can do is remain cold 
and lead the team as best he can into what might be a death trap. 

When Phillip exits the pipe, he turns around, closes the grate, and locks it. The men stand 
lined up against the outside of the compound’s wall, waiting for their leader. Phillip gazes up 
at the moon, something he hardly ever did before the outbreak but which became an 
obsession after, as if looking for more than light from that mute ball, wondering if it, or 
something, or someone beyond it, knew what they were facing down here and whether 
anybody cared about the death and decay. 

There’s no need for artificial light tonight. Hardly ever is, even on a dark night. The moon 
is usually enough, and when the moon isn’t enough, there seems to be an eternal ambient 
glow emanating with more force from the stars. Phillip knows he’s probably just imagining it, 
but it seems as though nights are not as dark as before the global disaster. 

Phillip walks past the line of men. Mark falls in beside him, and the rest of the men fall in 
behind them, forming a single body of two lines, a millipede slowly making its way into the 
mouth of a toad. Matthew churns along at the back, the commitment he’d made a few hours 
ago fading into the misty promise of a golden liquid that alleviates pain and brings joy. Peace. 

The millipede of men crawls slowly up Woltemade, weaving between cars strewn along 
the way, some parked on the side of the road, some in the middle of the road, some upside 
down, and some crashed into fences or walls. It looks almost comical, like a scene from an 
American action movie set. In the early days, some men ventured forth to get their hands on 
their dream car. Some did, while others regretted their choice for as long as they remained 
human. Now, most people were content to just let the vehicles remain where they were, 
knowing that, if the danger wasn’t enough of a deterrent, maintenance and fuel would 
produce enough trouble. 

The men remain alert, heads scanning and eyes darting. They keep their headlamps off. 
They can't draw attention. Jerry’s death is fresh in their minds—a terrible thing, but a 
necessity. Phillip had privately thought that Jerry’s death was a good thing. It wasn’t pleasant, 
but it kept the compound alert. They needed a sour reminder. It was a good thing someone at 
the security level fell. More impactful. Of course, Phillip never voiced it. To him, it was a sad 
practicality—a numbers game—when all was said and done and Jerry’s number was up. 

To their left lie the ruins of an informal settlement, Tokyo Sexwale. The outbreak hit 


these settlements hard. The tin houses stacked near each other like rows of tinned food made 


it hard for anyone still alive to find respite. Not all turned, but a more significant number of 
the poor turned. Throughout the age of man, division has always been inevitable. Every 
generation’s children crave ways to discriminate. This generation was handed a reason on a 
golden platter, leading to the arbitrary killing of poor people just in case they were infected 
with the virus. The madness finally subsided, but not before many innocent people paid with 
their lives. 

Matthew’s mind wanders to his friend and coworker, Vuyo, whom Matthew had spotted 
in the water the morning the whole world changed. Vuyo was one of the friendliest guys on 
the floor, always ready to help a customer choose the right surfboard and the best wetsuit. 
Surfers hardly ever spoke when they were in the water. Even the best of friends had their 
attention on the horizon, waiting for their next hit. That morning was no different. In the 
shop, Matthew and Vuyo hugged every morning. In the water that day, Matthew gave Vuyo 
the customary cursory nod, paddled to the backline, and lay waiting for his next high. It was 
just how it was. When Matthew saw Vuyo again, he was forced to stick a panga into his neck. 
No hugs. Not even a cursory nod. Just the cold meeting of steel and flesh. 

And what a grand gesture of friendship it was, Matthew. Vuyo would have wanted it that 
way if he had a say. Well done. It’s Tony again, followed by the crowd, clapping and cheering. 
Matthew shakes his head, cursing his creation. Stay focused, Matt. Eyes on the prize. Keep it 
together. 

He stops, draws in a deep breath, sweeps back his blond locks, turns to look at the 


compound wall growing smaller, turns back, and falls in step. 


An attack 


The first spear hits Timon in his right arm. The point sinks into his intercostobrachial nerve 
at an angle of about twenty degrees, the rear end plopping down to the ground, the point 
stuck inside his flesh. There’s no immediate pain, but the shock causes him to gape. He 
touches the spear, as if to make sure it’s real, not some 3D illusion. His eyes flit around to see 
if anyone is aware of the foreign object sticking from his arm. 

He drops down to his knees, his jaw still yawping, pulls the spear from his arm, and 
instinctively curls his hand around his arm where the hole is seeping blood, cradling forward, 
his other arm covering his head in case another spear is on the way. The pain comes in 
throbbing waves, like the vexing, incessant drumbeat to a White Stripes song. 


Another spear hits Ryan in the right side of his neck, piercing the jugular, causing an 


immediate gush of blood. He staggers to the left, pulling his face in anguish, and rips the 
spear from his neck, flinging it down with a curse. A fountain of blood sprays into the black 
night; the hand he’d squashed onto it not helping to stop the flood. He drops to the ground, 
falling on his back, his hand still on his neck. Staring into the stars, he tries to steady his 
breathing. He hears a voice. Waves of blond hair flow into his view, hovering over him. 
Dizzying lights flash through his mind. He feels his eyelids closing, then feels a sting against 
his cheek. He looks around dazed. Matthew. It’s Matthew. He hears a distant voice screaming 
at him to stay with him. Stay with who? Where? Where’s my wife? He hears himself moaning. 
His tiredness overwhelms him, and he closes his eyes again. Then he’s gone. 

A few more projectiles dart into the dark, bouncing and thudding and sticking into the 
ground around the group. The onslaught comes to an abrupt end. It’s followed by a 
nightmarish choir of synchronised ululating voices filling the air, approaching from the high 
school to their right, darkness howling an ominous death chant. 

Phillip shouts something, and the team forms a phalanx, facing towards where the eerie 
chanting’s coming from, everyone switching on their headlamps, beams of light searching for 
something, finding nothing, their weapons clenched in nervous hands held out in front of 
them. The team grows quiet, waiting for a call from their leader. Nothing. Not yet. Phillip is a 
patient man. Biding time. Not willing to sacrifice more than is necessary to keep his men 
alive. 

Matthew sits crouched over Ryan. He flings his backpack from his shoulder, shoving his 
hair out of his face. Ryan’s hand slips from his wound. Matthew slaps Ryan’s cheek hard, 
grips his right hand, and yells at him to keep it there. Ryan’s head lolls around, his other arm 
flailing. He looks like a kid who'd had his first taste of drunkenness and was now dealing with 
the consequences on someone’s lawn. He sticks his hand to his neck, and then it slips again. 

Matthew zips open his backpack and removes a t-shirt from it. He balls the t-shirt up, 
removes Ryan’s hand from the wound, and jams it onto the wound, pressing hard, wishing 
the spilling blood back into Ryan’s neck. Ryan’s hand falls away again. He twitches a few last 
gulps of air, chokes on his own words, Matthew can’t make out what he’s trying to say, and 
breathes out a long gasp. Matthew whips Ryan’s face with an open palm again. Nothing. He 
grabs Ryan by the shoulders and shakes him, Ryan’s head limply plopping back and forth. 
Nothing. 

He’s gone, Matthew. Like her. He’s gone, and he’s not coming back, and it’s your fault. 


You could have saved him. The battle inside him turns into a brawl, busting at his skull and 


tearing at his brow. He needs a drink. He needs rum. Neat. A neat rum sloshed down his 
throat to warm his belly and drown the monster murdering him on the inside. 

It’s not your fault, Matthew. You did a sterling job trying to save your friend. You moved 
quickly. You performed every act with gallantry. Give him a round of applause, ladies and 
gentlemen! Our Matthew. Anger bubbles inside Matthew. Are you blind, you moronic 
blockhead? The man is dead! Stop cheering! Stop clapping! The audience doesn’t listen; they 
only start laughing at him. 

Matthew drags Ryan’s body clear of the group. He scrambles towards where he flung his 
panga down next to his backpack, snatches it up, and joins the formation Phillip had shouted 
into existence. In the wan navy night, silhouettes emerge from the schoolyard, creeping 
towards where the men wait. Dark heads lined with crooked white rows sway to and fro. A 
low thrum turns louder, pitching up and down, accentuated by fitful screeches, joined by a 
stomping sound that grows in intensity. 

Matthew scrunches his brow, his eyes fixed on the pulsating monster taking shape in the 
night. This is trouble. Hardly out of the compound, and they’ve walked into a death trap. 
They don’t know this group of people. At least, if they have met them before, it was not in 
this state. During daytime, they might be ordinary folks trying to make it through another 
crazy post-apocalyptic day, while night washes all the bizarre ideas Africa is steeped in into 
darkened minds willing to accept them. 

The men keep deathly still, waiting for their enemy to advance. There’s no word from 
Phillip. In the deep blue night, an ominous body of bodies undulates, ululating into the men’s 
space, uncomfortably, stickily close. Matthew wonders if this is what it must feel like to live 
in a shack. The headlamps reveal nothing, as if they’re facing a ghost. 

Matthew grits his teeth. You have nothing, thinks Matthew. There’s nothing for you, 
whether you live or die. He plunges headlong into the multi-headed snake crawling towards 
them, through them, letting out an ancient screech kept at bay by the rum, but can no longer 
be subdued, like a surfer choking for air when he’s been slammed and kept under water for 
too long and finally makes it to the surface. 

Matthew’s action shakes the rest of the crew from a stupor they didn’t know they were 
in; the snake charmer’s spell is broken. Bodies roll and fling at the dark intruder. A 
cacophonic melee ensues, headlamp beams giving off the feel of an outdoor disco party, faces 
lighting up and disappearing, some clean, some gashed, and some bloodied beyond 


recognition. Machetes and knives swing viciously, hoping to connect with sensitive targets— 


the right ones. Screams fill the dark. The rescue team fights like a demon possessed. For the 
compound. For Bella. 

The battle fades into a few discordant jabs and grunts, with segments of the once-united, 
multi-faced nightcrawler with painted heads scattering into the dark. When quiet ascends, 
Matthew bends down into a crouch, folding his arms around his knees. He’s breathing 
heavily. He follows the movements of the men scuffling around him. Life is returning to his 
head. Like a warm, flowing liquid, life flows through his head. A clear life is not tainted by 
gauzy vision and hazy thinking. Unadulterated, full life. 

Then reason returns to him. He needs a drink. He can’t handle the clarity. He needs a 
visor to filter out the signal. In a world filled with noise, he opted to jump in and become part 
of it. He cannot handle the clarion call of signal anymore. He must drown it out. He’s been 
dead for too long to embrace life now. 

A body lies writhing on the ground near Matthew. It’s not one of theirs. It’s gripping its 
stomach. Phillip, breathing heavily, rests his hands on his sides and casts his head towards the 
person’s face, blinding him with his headlamp’s light. The beam reveals the smooth black 
skin, streaked with white lines, of a boy of no more than fifteen years of age. 

Phillip, shocked at the revelation and gripped by guilt, throws an accusatory question at 
the boy: “Who the hell are you and why the hell did you attack us?” knowing he probably 
won't get an answer and that, if he did, it wouldn’t matter. 

The boy, large eyes filled with tears, his mouth twisted in agony, lies coiled in a foetal 
position, hands clinging to his stomach as if his very soul would fall out if his fingers didn’t 
stop it from doing so. He fixes petrified eyes on Phillip, and a sustained whimper emanates 
from his mouth. 

“Uxolo,’ he whimpers. “Uxolo, I’m sorry.” 

“Sorry?” 

Phillip’s annoyance is thick as syrup in his voice. 

“You're sorry for what? For murdering one of my men?” 

The anger floods through Phillip. He stands up, places his foot on the boy’s shoulder, and 
pushes it down, forcing him onto his back. He moves his large foot from the shoulder to the 
boy’s chest. The boy’s legs remain in a bent position, and his hands don’t move from his 
stomach. Phillip bends down, his foot still on the boy’s chest, and grabs one of his arms, 
lifting it from where it’s gripping his stomach, revealing a chasmic cut in the boy’s stomach. 


From the cut, a piece of intestine sticks out, the stomach cut into a grin, and the intestines are 


a tongue licking its lips. The boy’s breathing causes the wound to swell and shrink, the 
intestines ready to leap out. 

There’s nothing they can do for the boy. No amount of medical attention will save him. 
On one hand, Phillip feels sorry for him, but on the other, he knows the boy was old enough 
to choose the psychotic path of murder and that his own choice led him to a place where his 
life seeped from his stomach in agony. Fifteen years old. Times may have changed, but man 
never will. 

Phillip bends down, closes his eyes, and prays silently for the boy, resting his hand on the 
boy’s shoulder. The rest of the men gather around and watch silently as the boy’s breathing 
intensifies, then slows down, then fades. 

“They won today. Not us.” 

Phillip’s voice trails off into sadness as he whispers the words. 

“This boy was one of us. They won.” 

They drag the boy’s body to where Ryan’s body is lying, stiffening in the cold, as if to 
pacify Ryan and show him that revenge was had. Ryan’s face shows no sign of acceptance, 
blank, dry eyes staring out into a dark, cold night. 

Matthew stalks to where Phillip is and says softly, “We can’t leave them here.” 

Matthew doesn’t know why it’s a bad idea to leave the bodies there. His moral compass 
had stopped working months ago. Showing respect to the dead had not been a priority for a 
while, but somehow he knew that leaving Ryan and the boy out in the open would be the 
wrong thing to do. It would be horrendous. 

They don’t have time to bury the two bodies, though. If they choose to bury Ryan and the 
boy, they'll spend the better part of a day digging in Jeffreys Bay’s notoriously stony soil. 
Their only option is to carry the bodies into the school and hope they’re still there when they 
return. If they return. 

Phillip nods. 

“We'll carry Ryan’s into the school. Hide it. The boy’s clan will be back for him. They'll 
find him. They can’t find Ryan. We can’t allow that. His wife, widow, would want to see his 
body.” 

Phillip isn’t sure whether Tenita would want to see his body. He thinks it’s the right thing 
to do. If he died, he’d want his wife to have the option of seeing his body. Phillip finds solace 
in the thought. The rest of the crew doesn’t challenge his idea. 


“Mark,” says Phillip, turning to him, “get some of the crew to move the bodies into the 


school. Lay the boy’s body in the foyer, where they can easily spot it. Hide Ryan’s body in one 
of the classrooms.” 

Mark nods and picks a few men to do the work. Four men each take a limb, the boy not 
weighing much, and carry him into the school’s foyer, where they lay him down on the grimy 
tiles filled with scattered broken glass. They fold the boy’s arms onto his chest and press his 
legs together, giving him the solemn look of a saint asleep. 

They return to fetch Ryan’s body. Once inside, they wrap his body in a tarp and place it 
under a table inside a storeroom linked to a science class. 

When both bodies are out of the way, the men gather in a circle in the schoolyard. Phillip 
beckons them to bow their heads for a minute of silence. 

His head is still down when he speaks. 

“We lost two men today. Two men to the madness of this world. The one, only a boy. 
Turn your anger on them, not on our own kind. Turn your anger on Abel, who chooses to be 
like them and who wilfully makes it his mission to cause harm. This boy foolishly followed 
someone else and paid a price greater than needed. Abel knows the right way, yet chooses to 
go the other direction. Direct your rage towards him.” 

When he’s satisfied that the dead have been given their respect and the men understand 
who the real enemy is, he lifts his head and says, “We must move. We don’t know when the 
boy’s people will be back; we can’t be here when they return. We don’t need more death.” 

There are no replies from the men, only impassive nods of agreement. 

“Anyone seriously injured?” Phillip asks. 

The men shake their heads. 

Timon suffered the greatest injury. The spear didn’t hit bone, which is a relief, but it left a 
deep hole in his arm. The pain in his arm has dulled, and the blood is coagulating, but he’s 
still standing with his left hand cupped over the injury, as if hiding it in shame. 

Mark steps over to Timon, removes his backpack, and takes out a medical bag. He 
disinfects Timon’s wound, a task Timon finds more painful than the original stab, then wraps 
it tightly. The men wait in silence as Mark deftly works to get the job done. When he’s done, 
Phillip commands the men to form up. 

The group enters the schoolyard, following Phillip and Mark. They march towards the 
side of the building, from where they make their way to the back of the school grounds. 

Matthew smirks with a pale smile when they pass the school. He remembers the school’s 


soup kitchen. He used to help out alongside her in the early days of their friendship, when 


she was fresh out of school. They volunteered once a month. Watching her work with 
underprivileged children filled him with pride and awe. Other volunteers, noticing his 
obvious besottedness, used to tease him about the inane smirk on his face and the eyes filled 
with longing. 

The men exit the school at the rear and, crouched down, silently pad to the back of the 
grounds, all the while glancing around to see if the darkness reveals any new dangers or old 
dangers with renewed energy. 

The men reach the broken fence at the back border of the school, cross it, and head into 
the bush towards Global Village, a promising housing development to which the outbreak 
brought a quick and final death knell. 

Another unfortunate casualty, Phillip. Couldn’t be helped. But again, maybe it’s a 
necessity. Maybe it’s a good thing this happened now. The men will be vigilant. Remember, 
it’s a numbers game, old boy. Probably won't happen again soon. Death is a bad way to start a 
journey built on the hope of finding life. Bella better be alive when we reach Edenglen. But 
even if she isn’t, you won't leave Edenglen with Abel still alive, will you? No, you won't. Abel 
represents everything the world cannot afford to be now. Strike the head, and the body dies. 


Abel cannot remain alive. You'll be doing mankind a disservice. 


Global Village 


The men follow a dirt double track laid long ago to Global Village, the thick smell of fynbos 
hanging in the air. Phillip commands the men to keep their headlamps off, a command 
unnecessarily given. Despite the sun not being up yet, the air is crisp and clear, and the track 
is so well worn that the lines are visible even in faint light. 

Grysbok antelope pop their heads from behind bushes and scatter when they see 
movement approaching in the dim light. A baboon sitting in a tree barks at his friends. Birds 
glide in the early morning sunlight, which is now coming quickly. There’s no threat of 
zombies out in the bush, but the events of an hour ago place the men on high alert. They’re 
not willing to enter another scuffle with more humans. 

Exhilaration fills the air, despite the tiredness from the battle not an hour ago and the 
death of their friend, which no one mentions. The tragic event can’t put a damper on their 
goal. Dare not do so. Bella’s life hangs in the balance. They must save their daughter, their 
sister, and their future mother. 


The men pass a dam halfway through their journey, but the water’s not good. They'll have 


to find something at the mall. They wash their faces in the water, some taking off their shirts 
and scrubbing their upper bodies with the chilly water. 

Matthew brings up the rear. He trudges in silence, now and then turning around to walk 
backwards, his eyes scanning for movement. When he reaches the dam, he looks into the 
water, trying to see his reflection on the rippling surface. He digs two hands in and splashes 
his face, the cold cutting into his chest. His head is throbbing. He’s ready to put his past 
behind him and present the woman of his dreams with a future devoid of his mistakes. He 
just needs a drink now. Just for now. Should have packed something. 

The group reaches the edge of Global Village, a housing development planned by the 
GCEX Trust, the entity behind a popular high school in Jeffreys Bay. Plans had been going 
well to construct what would be an upper-middle-class neighbourhood development where 
children could play freely without fear and where neighbours could live and love without 
constraint. The high school next door made the village an attractive option for living. They'd 
started building a hospital. People bought into the village in their droves. Tarred roads were 
laid, and a number of houses had started going up. Everything was going peachy until a few 
zombies showed up and started eating happy kids and joyful neighbours. GCEX, naturally, 
tanked their plans for further development. The men and women who made up the board of 
directors for the trust are content to be part of the Seaviews compound now. Those who 
survived. 

The men clamber through the fence at the village’s border. At the bottom stand a few 
overgrown plots, once earmarked for homes. Tarred roads with grass sporadically sprouting 
from them create a diagram of black lines dotted with green, like a sketchy mind map, the 
creator of which had attention deficit disorder and couldn't leave the green pencil alone. The 
lines terminate towards the north and south borders of the village, and some, mostly near the 
entrance at the top, contain completed houses, once, if only for a short while, havens of 
happiness. 

Phillip comes to a halt on the other side of the wire fence, removes his backpack, places it 
on the ground, and goes down on his haunches. The other men climb through and do the 
same, forming a circle, all facing him. Matthew comes through last. He drops his bag, puts his 
hands on his hips, and stretches back before going down slowly, resting one hand on a knee 
to steady himself. The headache that had tackled him during the walk was still wrestling his 
brain into submission. 


Matthew remembers visiting Global Village before the outbreak. They considered it a 


possible place to set up a home for themselves and their kids, should they come. Bella had 
loved the idea. The Village Vision was easy to buy. It carried with it the sweet smell of 
ubuntu, the African spirit of togetherness, long before it started carrying the stench of death 
and decay. Matthew would stand on the plot they'd wanted to purchase, his arms around 
Bella, the pair of lovebirds looking out over the plains below the school, skirting the bush the 
team had just made their way through, vegetable crops bursting with life. Fresh food was 
ready to be enjoyed, and love was in high demand. Matthew would have had food and love, 
and with those two things, he lacked nothing. Now he’d give all the food in the world to gain 
the love that was pulled from his life like it was a weed. 

Matthew looks around at the men. Even in the darkness, he can see they’re tired. He’s 
tired, too. He’s been tired for months. This mission is keeping him alive. This need to save her 
drives him. For the first time in a long time, he’s keenly aware of his tiredness. Would be a gift 
if his head wasn’t killing him. 

He lifts a hand and runs a finger over his dry lips. A drink would make things perfect. The 
memories of this place would look far better through a haze of golden rum. He shakes his 
head and rubs the lustful thoughts from his face. 

Phillip, hunched down, arms wrapped around his knees, looks around at the faces 
fighting to keep their minds off the loss of humanity. 

“Half a click to Game.” 

Game was one of the anchor tenants in the mall—a large supermarket franchise owned 
by an American corporation—known for their fridges, headphones, and underpaying staff. 

“We'll take our position on this side of the parking lot, then head for the entrance if the 
coast is clear.’ 

He lets the men rest. Drink a little water from their water bottles. Sit down. Then he 
pushes up from his haunches, picks up his bag, slings it onto his back, and glances around the 
village grounds. 

“Let’s go,” he says, scanning the village. 

The men get up and pick up their backpacks. Once more, they form a double line. 
Matthew waits for the others to walk ahead, then turns around to look back at where the 
fields of vegetables used to be. It’s still quiet; the only noise is the birds and the pumped-up 
baboon. No one followed them. He turns towards the group, who'd started walking up the 
village road, and starts walking, the tattered tar road moving swiftly below him. He looks 


down while he’s striding, feeling like he’s on a treadmill, the belt of which whirls underneath 


him, wearying himself and going nowhere. 

He stops, rubs his eyes, stretches an arm behind him, and pulls out his water bottle, 
conveniently located by his neck. He pops open the lid, throws back his head, and swigs at the 
bottle. The water does nothing to quench his longing. He takes another bite. Still not good 
enough. He needs something strong. He presses the cap back into place and sticks the bottle 
back into his backpack. He turns around again, squinting. Twilight kisses his brow, bringing 
no relief to his aching head. 

The men amble past the entrance to Milkwood Market, a faded sign limply hanging from 
the entrance gate, the only thing left of the once-beloved Saturday market with its pure 
honey, melkkos, corn dogs, and other treats. The market belonged to Jaycee, the compound 
chef, a man who’s able to conjure up deliciousness from nothing. The farm where the market 
took place hugs the Fountains Mall. 

Matthew remembers taking Bella to the market on Saturdays. She'd flit from stall to stall, 
chatting with everyone. Everyone loved her, and she drew smiles from even the most ardent 
grouch. Matthew would stand back and smile as he watched her interact with people. It 
fascinated him. He loved her for her ability to produce love from thin air. 

She loved Johan and Eileen’s iced coffee. That was one of the highlights of her week: to 
draw a sip of cold instant coffee made primarily with milk and sweetened to a sickly level 


with condensed milk. 


Carpark battle 


The sweet thought flees his mind when the team reaches the Game side of Fountains Mall 
and comes to a halt where the fence used to be; a few poles the only remnants of what used to 
be the mall’s border. 

Fountain’s Mall lies like a big white ship at the outer edge of town, surrounded by a sea of 
dilapidated vehicles, all still waiting for their owners to come back from Christmas shopping. 
The mall was never busy out of season, but mall tenants made their annual income from the 
bustling holiday season, which ran from December to January. When the outbreak hit the 
town, the holiday season was in full swing, which meant the mall ended up being a prime 
location for a deadly, gruesome virus to spread quickly and efficiently. The parking lot had 
turned from a safe and secure haven to a stage for a tragicomical theatre play, with fathers 
and mothers feasting on their children and vice versa. Once most of the zombies wandered 


off looking for more prey, scavengers who visited the mall were welcomed by packages filled 


with Christmas goodies. Christmas may have come late for them, but it came with a bang. 

Phillip beckons the men to stop and drop down to a crouching position. The men obey, 
once again removing their backpacks as they do. Matthew drops to one knee and slips his 
backpack from one aching shoulder, then the other. 

Phillip lifts the small pair of binoculars hanging from his neck to his eyes and scans the 
mall’s parking lot, starting from the far side, a distance of three hundred and seventy metres. 
It necessitates him standing up, a seemingly innocent move. But he knows all too well that he 
should not take peace for granted, so he gladly allows the tension in his mind to remain and 
refuses to shake it off as a way of showing healthy respect. 

Then he spots it—a body swaying in the morning wind at the far end of the parking lot. 
He starts the mental game of “what were you before you started viewing me as food?” that’s 
become second nature. 

It seems like it might be an old lady. Or used to be. Probably a grandmother at one stage, 
she baked her grandchildren biscuits for Christmas. Was she at the mall when the outbreak 
hit? Probably not. Been more than two years since the outbreak. She may have been fine up 
until not long ago, actually. Could have been a recent “convert,” safely tucked away in her 
home somewhere in Jeffreys Bay, lulled into a sense of security by a decreased presence of 
these things that roamed the streets liberally; maybe even turned one of her own into an 
enemy. And then, one day, as she’s standing in her yard, as people do when they long for 
some sort of freedom, hoping someone human comes along, one kind of just surprised her, 
jumped her, had a bite, and left. 

Why zombies ate what they ate or didn’t eat what they didn’t eat, no one knew. At least, 
no one in Jeffreys Bay. Hypotheses abounded. Even among Jack and his leaders, where unity 
was considered one of the unbreakable cords holding the group together, the doctrine of 
zombie eating habits often led to discussions reaching well-cooked levels. 

As for this dear old lady, whatever turned her, she must have roamed her way up to the 
mall in a daze, searching for something to eat. And now she seemed stuck in automobile hell. 
Old lady? She? Her? It? Phillip doesn’t know which pronoun to use. He smirks at the thought 
of the woke movement having put up such a fight for pronouns and wondered if they were 
happier now that anyone who turned was now an it / it. Makes things much easier. 

Phillip knows they cannot afford to ignore this threat; it must be dealt with now rather 
than be surprised by it later. 


He drops down and turns on his haunches to face the men, then motions them in closer. 


“Target at the far side of the mall. 

“Mark, you and—” 

He gets as far with his sentence when Matthew breaks in with, “I'll do it.’ 

Matthew, who had been sitting with his head down, hair dangling in his face, looks up, 
folds his dirty locks behind his ears, and glances at Phillip with pursed lips, clenching his jaw. 
The men turn their heads towards Matthew, speechless yet grateful for the volunteer. 

Phillip glances around at the men, looking for someone to challenge, and realises none 
will. 

“You know what to do?” asks Phillip as he glares at Matthew. 

“Come on, Phillip,’ Matthew smirks, rolling his eyes. “Won't be the first time I kill.” 

The words have barely left his mouth before the gash in her forehead and the bite mark in 
her neck flash into his mind, leaving him cold. He closes his eyes to blacken the thought. 

“You're confident you've got the right weapon,” asks Phillip, but Matthew knows Phillip 
actually means to ask if Matthew is up to the task. 

Matthew nods stoically. 

“How do you propose to do it?” 

“Tl go around on the outside, past the McDonald’s, crawl up to it, finish it off.’ 

Matthew scarcely finishes the sentences when Phillip says, “Dylan goes with.” 

Matthew frowns. He knows why Phillip’s doing this. It’s not necessary for two people to 
do the job, but Phillip knows this will help Matthew gain trust with the other team members. 
Matthew casts an eye towards Dylan, who smiles at him. Dylan sees Phillip’s plan too. 

Matthew wonders if Phillip’s not trying to get Matthew to trust them. It’s been months 
since Matthew’s had rapport with anyone in the compound. He knows he sorely needs to be 
taken into some fold. The rum works for a while, but sooner or later, the rum can’t even spill 
away the loneliness. And Tony Chopra and his vile audience of vacuous cheerers are driving 
Matthew up the wall when he’s sober. He needs real friends—real interaction—not the kind 
created in a broken chamber somewhere in a hurting brain that can’t handle the rejection 
brought about by its own stupid choices. 

The other men sit silently and wait for a consensus to be reached. Matthew nods to 
Phillip, picks up his panga, and stands up. Pursing his lips with a frown creased into his brow, 
he rolls the panga in both hands in front of him, staring at it as if to force it to become one 
with his hands, feeling the adrenaline edging into his system already. This morning’s battle at 


the school had awakened something in him, but it was quickly brought into submission by a 


lust for rum. 

Dylan gets up slowly, his weapon firmly gripped in one hand and hanging by his side, a 
solemnity settling on his face. He shakes his weapon, as if he’s checking to see whether it’s 
sturdy enough. When he’s happy that the panga’s blade won't slip off mid-action, he turns to 
Matthew and flicks his head in a gesture for Matthew to take the lead. 

It used to be like that between them, Matthew thinks. They used to make a great team. No 
words are needed. The one knew what the other was thinking. That’s why they chalked up 
some of the most successful, nay, celebrated recon missions. It’s like they were two halves of 
the same brain. The rum brought a ravenous chasm between the two lobes, though, with 
Matthew drowning in his sorrow and Dylan trying to get on with life in as normal a way as 
possible, never able to cross the divide. Perhaps this challenge is exactly what both men need. 

The two men crouch down and start moving, Matthew heading towards McDonald’s, 
Dylan towards the sea of cars, their bodies low to the ground, stealthily moving like cats 
stalking prey. Every now and then, the men glance at each other, checking to see if the other 
one’s still part of the programme. Dylan disappears between the first row of cars, Matthew 
waiting for him to emerge in the next open space before moving again. When Matthew 
reaches the McDonald’s, he moves towards the front door, puts his face to the dirty glass and 
peers in. He has no desire to go inside. Just checking to make sure he doesn’t receive a 
surprise while moving towards the intended target. Through the glass door, he sees three 
decayed bodies, one of them clinging to one of the others, a permanent scream fixed on the 
dried-out face. Matthew knows instinctively that the three people had been shot. Happy that 
there seems to be no activity inside, he moves to one of the pillars near the far side of the 
McDonald’s, comes upright from his hunched-down position, and scouts the parking lot. 
Dylan’s head pops out from behind a car, a long way from where Matthew finds himself. 

“You're too far,’ mutters Matthew, but there’s nothing he can do about it. Drawing 
Dylan’s attention now would be like a siren call to the old lady monster thing. 

Dylan disappears again, like a meerkat into a hole. Matthew scans the area where the 
threat has been seen. It’s still standing there, like a drunk hobo waiting for sobriety, which 
never comes. He crouches down and moves, stopping at the edge of the building to peer 
around the corner, making sure there are no surprises in the drive-through. When he’s 
satisfied the coast is clear, he pads across the tar road onto a grassy island. If the old lady 
turns around now, she’ll spot Matthew. He moves towards the edge of the parking lot, 


jogging to the row where he knows the zombie’s waiting. 


Phillip keeps his eyes fixed on Matthew, who swiftly pads across the lawn towards the 
parking lot from the McDonald’s, his panga swinging low from one hand. He'll need the 
binoculars soon to keep track, but waits until the figure grows a little smaller as it jogs along 
the cars, throwing glances as he moves along, a mouse out for food, but wary of a cat nearby. 

Phillip finally lifts the binoculars to his eyes, his gaze still fixed on the dirty blond hair 
and thin body, heading to a possible death trap. 

The boy’s trying to win favour or get killed, he thinks; either way, it’s a win for him. He’s 
suffered enough. Still don’t know what happened between him and Bella, but whatever’s 
eating at him is ravenous, devouring Matthew’s body and soul. He can’t handle it. Wasn't built 
for this sort of thing. He needs the simplicity of a set of waves, a home with a hot wife, and 
maybe one or two kids running around—not an emotional rollercoaster, especially not one 
without Bella. 

He swings the binoculars towards where Dylan should be. Nothing. Where is that little 
bastard, he thinks? He stands up to see if he can get a view of the man. Still nothing. He 
swings the binoculars back to focus on Matthew. He overshoots, but something catches his 
attention in the sweep. He slowly moves his head back, waits for his eyes to adjust, then spots 
it. He whispers an expletive, his heartbeat increasing. He swears again. 

Where the hell did that come from? he mumbles under his breath. Through his binocs, he 
spots a squat man wearing an old dark brown pair of pants, one pant leg ripped halfway up 
his leg, displaying a white leg covered in varicose veins and gouges, and what’s left of his 
once-white shirt hanging gauchely over his pants. It looks like an obese mental patient who'd 
escaped and was looking for social interaction. Phillip knows better. 

The fat monster is standing near the Gelandewagen, where Matthew stood a minute ago, 
but no longer is. He can’t find him. Then he does. He spots the hair first, then the tip of the 
panga. Then Matthew comes into full view. From Phillip’s position, Matthew is behind the fat 
man. He’s in a defensive stance, facing the fat man. He’s gripping his panga firmly diagonally 
in front of him, his eyes fixed on the threat. 

Where’s the old lady, wonders Phillip? He scans to the left and spots her. She’s on the 
move. Must have heard or seen Matthew, or maybe she noticed the fat zombie and was 
looking to fraternise. 

“OK, boy, now listen to me,’ murmurs Phillip, as if Matthew is connected via earpiece and 
can follow instructions exactly. “Wait. Wait. 


“The old lady will reach you first. She’s fast. Probably more hungry too.” 


Giepie’s old joke goes through Phillip’s head: when you look at the old lady, it’s clear 
there’s a famine in the land; when you look at the fat man, you know why. 

Phillip’s prediction, like a prophecy, turns into reality in the next few seconds, with the 
old lady starting to sprint towards Matthew. Phillip, after years of dealing with these 
miscreants, knows, even from afar, that the fat man is also a sprinter, but that he’s kept from 
fulfilling his calling of fellowshiping with the old lady around the fresh body of a human by 
virtue of his body being too large to move fast. 

“Where the hell is Dylan? 

“The old lady will lunge for you, Matthew. When it does, step back.’ 

Phillip, still murmuring, hopes the words somehow reach Matthew. 

Matthew listens, kind of, employing a slight variation of Phillip’s distant suggestion. The 
old lady is metres away, moving swiftly, like a grandma in her kitchen, on a deadline for the 
kids’ annual Christmas visit, approaching Matthew from the side. Matthew lunges, stabbing 
the panga forward into the fat man before ripping it back, causing the fat man to stumble 
towards Matthew, who jumps back just as the old lady flies at him, swinging the panga in the 
air like a choreographed kung fu movie hero, striking the old lady in the neck. When 
grandma falls onto the fat man, Matthew plunges the panga into the back of her neck. He 
pulls up the panga, the old lady stuck to the blade, shakes her loose, and stabs it down into 
her again, his face taut with rage. A flood of frustration mingled with rum-blood thrums 
through Matthew’s body. He leans on the panga handle to force the blade through the old 
lady and into her new lover. First impressions are important, and Matthew wants this 
introduction to last. 

He works the panga free from the bodies, drops of sweat beading his brow, before 
dropping it to the road and bending down, resting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. 

A sound catches his ear. He bends down, sweeps up the panga, and swings to his right, 
sticking the panga in the direction of whatever’s approaching, keen to add more victims to 
his funeral pile. The panga nearly slams into Dylan, who’s running towards him, and comes 
to a skidding halt, lifting his arms in defence. 

“Whoa, Matthew, it’s me,” he exclaims with a gasp. 

“Where the hell were you?” yells Matthew, the adrenaline ripping self-control from his 
vocal cords. 

“I’m sorry, Matt. I was looking— 


“Lost my way. Couldn’t find you. Heard a noise. Then—” 


His voice trails off as he takes in the scene of the roadkill piled at Matthew’s feet. 

“Good job, man!” exclaims Dylan, not able to hide the surprise in his voice. 

Matthew’s body starts to relax, and he drops his head to look at the two bodies, really 
only seeing them for the first time. He feels good and alive. His heavy breathing starts to slow. 
He wipes back the hair hanging in his face, then places the butt of the panga on the tar road, 
still gripping it fiercely with one hand, the other hand rubbing tension from the back of his 
neck. 

“You were supposed to have my back. Be there for me.” Matthew’s head is screaming, but 
he doesn’t say anything. He looks at Dylan, anger creasing his face. Dylan’s eyes widen at his 
friend’s gaze. 

Silence follows, words stuck in parched throats, words left unspoken. Finally, Matthew 
relaxes and mumbles, “Let’s go.” 

Dylan purses his lips and nods. They strike out between the cars, choosing to walk 
upright, as if they’d just solved the whole world’s troubles and there were no more dangers 
left. The walk back is done in silence, a far cry from when they'd first met and spent hours 
talking. The words are there, but both men refuse to mouth them. 

The rest of the team members are standing when Matthew and Dylan join them. 

Phillip squints and breaks the silence with, “Seems I missed a threat. No idea where that 
one popped out from.” 

Matthew, not convinced that Phillip is telling the truth, gives a wan grin and shrugs his 
shoulders. 

He’d found his confidence, and despite his friend’s lack of assistance, nothing in the 
world could shake it from him now. 

The back of his mind, where the rum is most active, demands that Matthew sink into 
another round of despair; tries to egg him on into feeling sorry for himself; and into lusting 
after a drink. 

Tony pipes up. 

“Wonderful, Matthew, fantastic work. Awesome. Isn’t he just the complete hero, folks?” 

The audience goes absolutely wild. 

For once, Matthew wants to believe Tony; wants to shake the thought of rum from his 
mind and shake Tony’s hand. He wants Tony to be right; he wants to be what Tony claims he 
is, despite Matthew consistently stepping into the truth about himself. 

What are you, Matthew? 


A man of courage, as Tony claims, or a narcissistic coward? 

You're a broken man, Matthew. You carry inside you a splintered heart, the shards of 
which cut into your flesh, leaving scars big enough for litres of rum to be poured into. You 
accept that golden liquid as an offering to love expelled—a love you had but threw to the 
floor, shattering it into a thousand pieces. 

Like the proverbial demon on one shoulder and an angel on the other, Tony sits opposite 
his contestant, Matthew’s Golden Hearted Hero, Ferreira Post Rum. But both are demons, 
one merely better disguised than the other. 

Ferreira whispers, “You could have been killed. You need something to calm your nerves. 
I know what'll help.” 

Tony smiles at his adversary. 

“I understand your need for validation, Ferreira, and I can certainly see why a fine 
gentleman such as yourself receives the attention he so rightly deserves, but I think our 
Matthew is doing a fine job of keeping it together. Don’t you, folks?” 

Tony, seated in a comfortable chair on a 70s-style stage with a shaggy rug underneath one 
foot and the other lazily bouncing up and down over his leg, lifts a hand as he turns to the 
crowd to get them worked up in favour of their true son, Matthew. 

As always, the audience does not disappoint, leaving Matthew despairing over his ego 
taking to the stage so easily, soaking up the applause he doesn’t deserve. 

Some of the men, happy with his achievement, smile at Matthew, while others have their 
heads bowed down, ready to take orders for the next manoeuvre, the stench of Matthew’s 
recalcitrant compound lifestyle too vivid in their nostrils for them to acknowledge his 
victory. 

Phillip reaches for his binoculars and scans the area. 


“Coast is clear,” he mumbles. “Let’s head inside.” 


The casino 


Phillip lifts his backpack and his weapon, slings the backpack onto his shoulders, and waits 
for the men to follow suit before walking ahead to the large, dilapidated building that once 
housed large and small businesses, trying to find the magical formula for making a living in a 
small town. The centipede of men moves slowly into the edge of the parking lot, then heads 
for the safety of the building’s wall. Once there, it moves around to the front entrance in 


single file against the wall, eyes peeled for trouble. 


“Wow, Matthew, doesn’t this just bring back memories? Isn’t it like sneaking out? 
Remember those days? Not so long ago, right? And how much fun it was! And how well you 
did it! Pity about that slight little problem you picked up in the end there, but this sort of 
thing happens to the best, right?” 

Tony motions to the audience, and their obedient canned clapping starts echoing through 
Matthew’s mind, boosting his confidence one moment and breaking his spirit the next. 

He shakes Tony and his infernal audience from his head, the memory of his own sneaking 
out tainted with a bitterness only the sweetness of rum is able to remove. A thumping 
headache always follows the sweet taste of rum. But headaches are useful. They tear from him 
the memory of her death and the loss of Bella; the physical pain is a welcome replacement for 
the deadly depression that tries to rule his mind. 

On this side of the mall was once a pet shop, Wimpy and Game. The pet shop sits 
detached from the main mall, like a lost dog. In the Wimpy window hangs a skew sign 
advertising the December breakfast special, which comes with a free coffee if you order more 
than one. All the doors of the shops are open, either left open or broken open by scavengers. 
Phillip beckons Mark and Stefan to enter the pet shop with him. The shop is drenched in a 
dank smell—not quite a stink, for death had passed here long ago—but a clammy, heavy smell 
that emphasises the chaos around them. Bird skeletons adorn hanging cages, while dog cages 
built into the window display hold the skeletal remains of dead golden retriever puppies, 
ready for your next African voodoo ceremony. 

Phillip scans the place, and his eye catches a heap of bags of dog food that would never be 
fed to a beloved pet again. He steps over the remains of a body towards the bags, takes out his 
knife, flicks it open, and slices into one. He digs his fingers into the bag, closes a fist around 
some pellets, and lifts them to his face, smelling them before popping a few pellets into his 
mouth to scrunch on the hard wood-like dog treats. He turns around, finding Mark and 
Stefan staring at him in disbelief. 

He shrugs his shoulders while masticating on the disgusting pellets. 

“It’s nutritious. Might do the men good. Call them in.” 

Mark frowns, lifts his hands, and counters, “We have food. Probably find more in the 
mall.” 

Phillip grins, a pellet falling from his mouth, and says, “Or we might find nothing. Need 
to preserve what we've got. Call ‘em in.” 


Mark shrugs, smiles, turns around, and heads out the door to call the crew. They crowd 


into the pet shop, stepping over two bodies lying in the isles. Phillip beckons them to take a 
handful of pellets from the bag. Some of the men eagerly head for the bag, digging in and 
munching on the dry pellets, while others eye the grabbers suspiciously, as if they're certain 
the dog pellets will cause them to keel over and die. When everyone is satisfied that they'll be 
having pellets for breakfast, each one takes a handful and skulks away, little puppies up to 
mischief. 

Matthew digs a hand into the food and walks out the door, choosing the early morning 
sunlight to enjoy his meal in. He picks at his food with two fingers, hunger something he’d 
learned to deal with a long time ago, preferring hunger to unmet rum lust, and chews one 
pellet at a time. When he’s halfway through, he flicks what’s left onto the walkway. He’s 
expecting doves to descend on the scattering pellets, but there’s only silence. Even this place 
brings back memories, just like all of Jeffreys Bay, all the time. Her fingerprint is on 
everything and would be wherever Matthew’d go forever. The fingerprint was not on things 
—surfaces, areas. It was in his head. It was the glasses he saw life through. And now he was 
blindly stumbling through life, his glasses ripped from him. 

He’d bought her a golden retriever from this pet shop. It was a birthday gift. She adored 
it. She gave it the ridiculous name La-La, after her favourite Teletubbies character. It was 
something that made him laugh—the fact that she adored Teletubbies and the fact that she 
introduced her dog to the world with pride, despite its childish name. 

“Stock up,” yells Phillip from inside the shop, “if you can. Might need more of it along the 
way. Don’t presume we'll find food.” 

Phillip heads out the door and joins Matthew in the early sun. 

“You did well out there. Dunno what happened to Dylan, but you handled things.” 

He nods. 

“Good to have you back.” 

Matthew shrugs, unsure of what to reply, says, “Thanks” with a blank face, and wipes the 
hair out of his eyes. 

It seems Phillip is content with Matthew’s answer. He doesn’t seem to pick up the 
darkness already making its way back into Matthew’s mind. He hopes Phillip can’t see it, but 
he knows the old man has a keen eye for most things and an understanding of the human 
psyche that had left Matthew bewildered many a time before. Masking his pain from his 
leader is not an easy task. 


The men remove their backpacks and scrounge for something to store the dog pellets in. 


When they’re done, they file out of the pet shop. Phillip doesn’t say anything more. He simply 
starts ambling towards the entrance, the men trailing behind him, Matthew again taking the 
back. They pass the Game, whose entrance is also on the outside of the main building. They 
won't find much in there. They have no need for TVs, microwave ovens, steam cleaners, or 
cameras. Cellphones, once a necessity, have also been relegated to the list of useless items. 

Next to Game sits a Pick ‘n Pay liquor store. The men walk past unphased, but Matthew 
can almost smell the liquor. He hears the rum calling his name and throws a quick glance at 
the shop. He knows there must still be a promise of comfort there. He doesn’t want to, but 
makes a mental note. What for, he tells himself, he doesn’t know. But perhaps he can sneak in 
when the men are asleep. Just to see what they have. Just a glimpse. He could fiddle with the 
bottles. Hold one up to his headlight, just to take in the gleam of the liquid. He clenches his 
teeth. Phillip turns back, as if on cue, and glances at Matthew while he walks backwards. 

“Did he see me looking at the liquor store?” he wonders to himself. “It doesn’t matter. I’m 
finished with that life,” he convinces himself, and he drops his head to follow along as the 
men enter the mall, making their way over and around the bodies strewn around. 

Inside the mall, a foul mixture of cake, meat, fruit, and vegetables, along with rotten 
bodies, hangs in the air. In the old days, it’s the type of situation that would have made the 
strongest of men gag, but in the old days, even the strongest of men did not have to contend 
with their loved ones turning into monsters and lusting after the meat of their own kind. 
People were forced to grow up quickly. 

Past the confectionery shop now filled with rotten and mouldy cakes and other 
homemade baked goods even zombies would cringe at, sits Kakuli, a shop that sells outdoor 
gear, including knives, self-defence guns, hunting bows, and outdoor clothing. It had always 
been a favourite of Phillip and some of the other crew members. 

Phillip removes the 9mm from its holster, points it in front of him, and pads into the 
shop. He steps over a large skeleton, which must be the remains of Warren, one of the guys 
who ran the shop, and makes his way to the back, where a curtain used to hang that separated 
the shop from the boss’s office. If there is a surprise in this shop today, it'll be Phillip handing 
it over. The shop’s floor is covered in litter and dust, with empty knife boxes and clothes 
hangers strewn around and racks tumbled over. He reaches the back of the shop and steps 
into the office, scanning the area with his pistol. In the office chair, he finds the remains of 
the body of Hein, the owner of Kakuli. An arrow is stuck to the ceiling above Hein’s body. 


Hein must have summed up his situation on that fateful summer’s day, realised he’d never 


braai with his wife again, or step out onto a crisp golf course, closed the door of his shop, and 
taken his own life. In the body’s lap lies a brand new Ravin R500E Sniper XK7 crossbow, 
covered in dust. 

Phillip steps from the back office, calls the men into the shop, telling them to help 
themselves to what’s left, and heads back into the office where the crossbow is awaiting a 
new owner. 

The shop’s too small to fit all the men, so they take turns entering, seniors first, followed 
by the younger. They carefully select from whatever's left, some holding up a knife to feel its 
weight, flicking it open, and stabbing at imaginary zombies. When they’re satisfied, they take 
their quarry and head out the door. 

“Hein,’ mumbles Phillip, “I’m sorry to see you in this state, but I need your weapon. I’m 
sure you'll understand.” 

Hein doesn’t reply. Thankfully. Zombies are enough to deal with. Phillip carefully 
removes Hein’s trigger hand from the crossbow, then lifts the powerful weapon slowly from 
the body, offering a word of thanks. The Ravin is no ordinary crossbow, and Phillip is 
familiar with its workings, so he cocks it as recommended, careful to switch the weapon’s 
safe mode on. Satisfied that it seems to be in working order, he carefully uncocks the 
crossbow and sticks the draw handle in his backpack. He climbs on the desk and reaches for 
the arrow, pulling it free from the ceiling. It’s still in good shape. The broadhead isn’t as sharp 
as Phillip would like it, but since this is not an American hunting show, it will have to suffice. 
He looks around for more bows, but Hein didn’t seem to think he’d miss the first time, so 
there are none lying around. He steps into the shop and scans the racks. A row of bows stands 
jangled inside a broken display cabinet. Phillip helps himself to them, and a beautiful quiver 
lying inside the base of the cabinet, covered in glass shards. He cleans off the quiver, slips the 
arrows in, and slings the crossbow along with the quiver onto his shoulder. It’s adding 
weight, so he decides to leave the panga behind, which he stores in the office, below the desk, 
ready to be retrieved when he comes this way again. 

Matthew moves into Kakuli last, his hands in his pocket. He’d bought some EDC knives 
from Hein before, so he was familiar with the shop. There’s not much left, but he spots a 
beautiful Honey Badger tanto with an orange handle. He has a blue Wharncleaver model at 
home, and this should be a welcome addition to the family. He flicks the knife to its closed 
position and pockets it, a satisfied smile forming at the weight of it in his pocket. 


The men move over and around decayed bodies, what’s left of mall displays and the once- 


beautiful SUVs on display, one of which includes a once brand-new Jimny 5-door, Matthew’s 
dream vehicle. Exclusive Books is the only store that’s not been raided, with racks of pages 
beckoning fools to find wisdom and knowledge yet remaining untouched. Matthew 
remembers times when he tramped after Bella when she had the urge to browse books. She 
refused to use a digital app for reading. “Paper,” she said, “feels better. And you can smell it.’ 
As if the smell of paper added a necessary touch to the reading experience. He just smiled 
when she uttered her statutes, having long given up on trying to convert her to the use of a 
Kindle. 

The men seem relaxed. Phillip calls them to a formation at the PnP entrance before 
instructing. 

“Mark, take half the boys. Make your way to the other side of the mall. Sweep back this 
way and make sure the coast is clear. If you find food, bring it with you. Don’t eat alone. I’m 
not sure we'll find anything on this side. Meet us at the casino in ninety minutes. Stay clear of 
the exits, near the inner wall.” 

Mark mock salutes and rounds up half the team. Matthew watches them amble off, 
weapons in hand. Some of the guys flick open their new knives, cutting at things to test the 
edge. 

Matthew sniffs and scratches at his nose below a thread of hair hanging into his face. He 
knows Phillip wants him close by. 

“Follow me,’ says Phillip to the remaining men as he strides into PnP. The men follow, 
eyes peeled, not keen to be taken by surprise between isles of food and home goods. 

An hour and a half later, Mark’s team arrives at the casino, where Phillip’s team sits 
inside, waiting. The small casino is drenched in dirty red carpeting, with one-arm bandits 
and other gambling contraptions lined up like rows of inmates at roll call. But instead of 
incessant screaming and flashing lights, the army of machines sit quietly, blanketed in dust, 
too tired to speak a single word, much less sing songs of encouragement to dumbed-down 
brains awash with the empty promises of a quick million. 

Phillip and his men, having arrived at the casino long before Mark and his crew, had 
arranged a number of couches into a circle in what was once the lounge of the casino and 
were sitting waiting for Mark and his team to arrive, their quarry piled to the side of their 
makeshift lounge. 

Both teams have had great success. When Mark and his boys pitch up, the men from the 


other team cheer and clap. Mark’s team stacks their finds next to where Phillip’s team’s 


quarry is awaiting eager hands. Tins of food—bully beef, sweetcorn, peas, and peach—stand 
neatly packed, while a bunch of batteries lay strewn next to them, ready for their headlamps. 

“Looks like we'll be eating better than the compound today,’ says Phillip with a smile. 

The men grin at his joke. 

Mark replies, “Anything’s better than Jaycee’s food,” to which the men roar with laughter. 
Even Matthew manages a grin. 

When Mark’s men had finished stacking their stuff and the men had had their fill of 
gratifying their eyes at the pending feast, Phillip calls them together. They link hands to form 
a chain, and Phillip gives thanks. Matthew stands looking at the bowed heads around him, 
moving his gaze from face to face. He finds it ironic that the act of praying for food is called 
saying grace. He feels no grace. Not from God, and not from most of these men. He feels 
himself outside the grasp of the all-encompassing, never-ending, far-reaching mercy and 
grace of the Loving Father Phillip prays to. The grace and mercy he had at one time in his life 
encouraged others to cling to, like a man clinging to a lifebuoy, the one he'd let go of and now 
finds nowhere to be seen while he’s flailing around, waves slapping him in the face. 

When Phillip says amen, Mark and Stefan hand out food. The men make themselves 
comfortable in the seating. The best in the house. 

“We'll have to come back for these couches and chairs, boys,’ says Stefan as he opens a tin 
of sweetcorn. 

When he bends back the lid, he digs in with his teaspoon and lifts the sweet delicacy to 
his mouth, smelling it before it slips into his mouth. His eyes close, and a smile curves into his 
mouth. It’s been a long time since he’s tasted such luxury. 

In the middle of the gathering of chairs, Micha cuts a circle into the carpet with the 
carpet knife he’d snagged at PnP, then lifts it to expose bare cement. He carries the piece of 
carpet away from the circle and chucks it to one side, then lifts two bags of wood—another 
PnP find—and drops it onto the cement, not bothering to remove the wood from its plastic 
bags. He picks up a packet of fire lighters, tears off a corner, and wedges it below one of the 
bags, the open side exposed. Then he removes a lighter from his pocket, bends down, and 
puts a flame to the fire lighters. The firelighters light up, and before long, the smell of paper 
and plastic fills the air. Some of the men curse at Micha for not having removed the wood 
from the bags, but he simply grins at them. There’s no fresh meat left in the mall, so the fire is 
simply for comfort, not for cooking. Like a beach fire, far from the beach. 


It’s noon when the men finish their feast. Four men had taken turns keeping watch at the 


entrance, but their hearts found themselves drawn to where the mirth is. After a gruelling 
morning and the sad death of a friend, the men find welcome respite in the company of 
friends inside a casino, the one place most of them would never have set foot in before the 
outbreak. Jokes fly, smiles abound, and memories are hauled up, dusted off, and tucked away 
for reuse later. 

Mirth and sadness play a gentle game of chess among the men and linger for the rest of 
the day—a sweet fragrance the men cherish, knowing there might be hell to pay soon. 

Just before one, Phillip tells the men to turn in. Micha’s fire had shrunk to no more than a 
few embers glowing listlessly. 

“Get some rest. We move out at six. We'll head for Wynand’s house in Pride of India. 
Then Edenglen. We'll save her, boys. We have to.” 

A quiet settles over the men. From gambolling through fond memories, they’re forced to 
pull their minds into the present to face what’s ahead. The threat of a maniac they hardly 
know but know is willing to sacrifice his own men to kidnap an innocent woman for 
whatever game he’s wanting to play. 

Phillip realises that his words sound frivolous, as if rescuing someone from the claws of a 
psychopath is easy, but says no more. He hopes the mission runs as smoothly as the words 
flowing from his mouth. 

Most of the men find a place to rest their heads on the sprawling red carpet, using their 
backpacks as pillows. Phillip, Mark, Stefan, Lunga, and Jaco make themselves comfortable on 
the long couches, a perk of seniority the other men grant them. It’s not long before most of 
the men are fast asleep. 

Matthew lies with his arms behind his head, his eyes staring up at the dirty ceiling. He 
shifts onto his left side, then onto his right. He finds no rest. The vexatious, melodic chimes 
of gambling machines ring in his ears, despite the casino having been dead for years. He 
needs something. He sits up, then pushes himself up to his feet, his hair hanging in his face. 
He pads towards the door, where Omri is standing guard. 

“Hey, Oms,” says Matthew. 

“Hey, Matt.” 

Matthew leans against the door frame. The two men keep their voices to a whisper. 

“Been a good day, right?” says Matthew, and shakes his head to get the hair out of his face. 

“Yeah, great. Food was good.” 


Matthew doesn’t expect much more than that from Omri. Unless he could extract a 


Python script from thin air to be solved, Omri would be as responsive as a computer with no 
power. 

“Can't sleep. Gonna take a walk around the mall.’ 

Omri’s face turns into a frown. He looks from Matthew to where Phillip is sleeping on 
the couch. 

“I’m not sure Phillip would allow it.’ 

“I’m sure he'll be okay with it. Won’t venture out too far. Besides, if something comes up, 
I'll deal with it, like this morning.” 

Matthew, his mind in full manipulation mode, is quick to lead Omri’s mind to the victory 
that Matthew had chalked up against the old lady and the fat man. 

It works. 

Omri drops his head, then lifts it again. The smile returns. He remembers this morning. 
Matthew had volunteered, leaving him with more of a chance to see his wife and little 
daughter again. 

“Okay,” he replies, “just be careful.” 

Matthew smirks at the inane remark, then walks to the middle exit of the mall, a straight 
walk from the casino’s door. When he reaches the exit, he looks back at Omri, who’s training 
his eyes on Matthew, and smiles. Matthew turns right, towards the Game side of the mall, the 
lust in his chest wiping the smile off his face and replacing it with dogged instinct. 

He keeps low as he passes along the sidewalk attached to the mall on the outside, casting 
glances into the rows of cars. He doesn’t want another surprise like this morning. He looks 
back, as if convinced Phillip had awoken and found Matthew missing, and knows what he 
was up to and has half the team out scouting for him. 

Three-quarters of an hour later, Matthew is back. Omri is relieved to see him and nods 
with a smile. 

It’s half past five when Phillip wakes. Another half an hour and they'll be gone, leaving the 
casino as is. Phillip picks up the new toothbrush and toothpaste he’d gotten off the rack at 
PnP. It was a two-for-one deal he couldn't resist. He stands up and stretches, glancing around 
to count heads. Everyone’s here except Micha, who’s standing at the door, keeping watch, 
facing away from Phillip. Phillip strolls to Micha and places a hand on his shoulder, causing 
Micha to start. 

“Glad to see you're ready for action,’ says Phillip with a smile. “Gonna brush my teeth.” 


Micha grins, saying nothing. He’d never been a man of many words, thinks Phillip. 


Phillip strolls off to where the bathroom is, turning to command Micha, “Wake the men. 
We leave soon.” 

When Phillip returns, a fresh tingling in his mouth, he finds the men standing, stretching 
or bending themselves out of their sleep. Micha had gone around slapping and kicking the 
men awake. 

Phillip glances at Matthew. He looks good, he thinks. This mission is good for him. 

Phillip quietly shuffles past men, smiling at them as he makes his way to his backpack. He 
slips the pack onto his back and rolls his shoulders to make the bag comfortable. The rest of 
the men need no command, following the example of their leader. They’re ready to leave the 


comfort of the red carpet for a bloody battle. 


A death 


“Let’s go,” murmurs Phillip as he steps towards the casino door. 

The light in the mall is dusky, forcing the men to switch on their headlamps. 

Mark takes his position at Phillip’s right hand, and the rest form two lines behind them: a 
flood of bobbing rays of light moving slowly towards the Dischem side of the mall; a group of 
labourers in a mine making their way back to the main shaft. They pass the vape shop, where 
a skeleton lies inside the door. Twee Vellies, a shoe store to their left, still has a few shoes on 
display, albeit on the floor, covered in dust. PEP Home is near empty, as is Cape Union Mart. 

They pass what was one of Bella’s favourite restaurants, Global Junction, wedged 
between Cape Union Mart and Foschini. Matthew remembers sitting at Global with her, 
sharing a chicken schnitzel before sipping on a mocha while watching her indulge in hot 
chocolate. The memories warm him, much like the thought of what he’s carrying in his 
backpack warms him. He thinks back to a scene from one of his favourite movies, The 
Shawshank Redemption. Salvation lies within. 

Just before they reach Dischem, they pass Gabriel’s to their right, once the de facto town 
jeweller and one of the nicest men Matthew knew. Gabe is no longer with them, and the 
pride of his life, his once-beautiful jewellery store with display cases packed with bling, now 
stands empty and grimy. 

Long before Matthew proposed to Bella and long before the outbreak, Matthew knew 
he’d be asking Bella to marry him. Naturally, the only person to approach regarding this 
sensitive matter was Gabriel, who not only had a keen eye for what a man or woman should 


be wearing in terms of jewellery but always stood ready with a kind tongue, sound marital 


advice rolling from it like molten silver. Matthew had spent many a Saturday afternoon 
enjoying coffee with the wise sage in his office at the back of his shop, ruminating the vast 
assortments of marital viands Gabriel freely dispensed from a kind heart and an open hand. 
Matthew was never spared, though. Gabriel, a veritable alpha male, put Matthew through the 
ringer, always taking the lady’s side when Matthew brought up some imaginary marital 
conflict situation. 

The exit on this side of the mall used to be a revolving door. This had been stripped off, 
leaving a gaping hole outside, an already dark early evening awaiting the men. 

When Phillip reaches the hole where the revolving door used to be, he comes to a stop, 
turns to his men, lifts his arm to bring them to a halt, and motions to Mark to follow him as 
he steps through the door to the outside of the mall entrance. Phillip steps into the darkness 
of the entrance, fades into the car park, and when he’s happy that there seems to be no 
immediate danger, he turns towards the entrance, steps closer so the men can see him, and 
motions for them to exit the mall, slicing a hand sideways across the beam of his headlamp to 
indicate the men to switch off their headlamps, before clicking his off. The moon is slightly 
brighter tonight than last night. Philip, grateful for the illumination, believes that the less 
light, the better. The town is hungry. Phillip doesn’t want it to spot a possible dinner. 

“If you're going to have us for dinner, you'll work for your meal.” 

The night will somehow provide enough light for the men to make their way safely to 
their next destination, Wynand’s house. A return to Egypt, except their current leader had 
never been there. Phillip’s not familiar with the lay of the land in Pride of India, and he trusts 
Mark and Lunga to provide him with the necessary guidance. 

The two lines of men slowly shuffle out the mall’s exit into the night. Just outside the exit, 
to the left, is the entrance to what used to be Contour Fitness Club. When Matthew exits, he 
stops, turns, and glances at Gabriel’s, the older man’s wise words flowing through his head. 

“Remember, Matthew, there will be times when it'll be more sensible to keep quiet than 
to tell the truth.” 

“You mean, I should lie?” 

“Youre eisegeting, Matthew. Listen to what I’m saying. Never lie, but don’t always speak 
the truth.’ 

It didn’t take long for Matthew to figure out what Gabriel had meant after that talk. 
Matthew started using his newfound wisdom to great effect. Bella praised him one evening, 


cooing in his ear that it seems he’d grown leaps and bounds in wisdom in a short period of 


time. Matthew almost broke out laughing. 

“So this is what is meant by the fool being thought wise if he keeps quiet,” he thought, but 
he didn’t dare tell Bella about the steady diet of wisdom Gabriel had been feeding him. Gabe 
had become his secret weapon—a fountain of insight he wanted to keep to himself. Yet, 
Matthew knew the water he was drinking from this well was quenching Bella’s thirst too. So 
there was no ill will in wanting to keep Gabriel to himself. It’s a man thing, he thought. One 
young man learns from an older man without any interruptions from a woman. And if it so 
happens that the young man starts looking wiser, causing a certain lady to revere him more, 
what was wrong with that? 

On the evening of their breakup, the one rule Matthew had wanted to break with all his 
heart was that of keeping quiet. He longed to empty his lungs of the truth that had built up in 
his chest and needed escape. But Jack’s words had clamoured in his ears, the noise drowning 
out the voice he tried to push from his mouth. 

That night, he drove her from his arms and drove him into the arms of the golden 
goddess he had fallen for so hard, which now beckoned once more, her arms outstretched, 
not far from him, ready to offer deliverance in times of need. 

Matthew’s thoughts swirl between paying homage to his golden brown goddess and 
Tony’s caramelised praise dripping into his ear when a growl cuts the air, followed by a 
screech that cuts through the men. 

It’s Matthew, thinks Phillip, and he pops on his headlamp, swinging around to cast an arc 
on where the scream is coming from—a steady, high-pitched, feverish outcry. The other men 
do the same, all turning, their weapons at the ready. The men move away from the screaming, 
eyes fixed on two figures near the mall entrance, one on top of the other, biting, and the one 
below, clawing and punching for freedom. Blood splatters and flows from the strange union. 
A panga comes down hard on the neck of the one on top, severing the head. The body goes 
limp, and the head falls to the sidewalk. The man’s screaming stops, but now it turns into a 
whimper. The men know what needs to be done, but none are willing to do it. 

Mark and Stefan move closer, their eyes slowly moving from the bodies to each other, 
their breathing heavy. This will be the hardest thing they'll ever do. Not only is this the son of 
a respected man at the compound, a son born to a man in his old age, and therefore precious, 
it is one of their favourite companions, one who had always played pranks in his quiet way. 
Mark’s eyes plead with Stefan. Phillip walks up to them. 

Phillip turns to the men and nods. They know what’s going to happen next. They know 


there’s not much time, so they form a line and walk sombrely up to what’s left of their 
companion, nodding respectfully, as if paying respects at a macabre open coffin funeral 
where the deceased is still alive. Matthew is last. Grief floods through his veins. 

“Mark,” says Phillip, nodding towards what was a few moments ago a trusted friend, and 
walks away, taking Stefan by the arm, leading him into the parking lot around the corner 
from the exit, where the rest of the men had already gathered, not willing to view another 
great loss in less than twenty-four hours. Phillip’s curt approach to the situation speaks 
volumes. There’s no time to waste, and there’s no better man—no other man—for the job 
than Mark. 

Mark’s eyes follow the men as they walk away, a murmured plea exiting his mouth. A plea 
for mercy he knows cannot be granted. How do you ask for mercy on behalf of a monster 
that can do naught but attack, destroy, and devour? That will soon turn on Mark himself, 
despite the familiar, piercing blue eyes begging for a chance. 

Look past the familiar blue eyes, Mark. Or don’t look into them at all. He'll soon turn, 
and then you'll be nothing but dinner to him. 

Mark kicks the headless body off of his friend, a man a few decades his junior, yet who 
had become an integral part of his life at the compound but was now turning into the enemy 
and would be only that within the next few minutes. 

“I’m sorry,’ whispers Mark, tears forming in the corners of his eyes. 

His friend doesn’t reply, the one eye left in its socket entering nystagmus, his young mind 
grappling to stay fixed on what he knows to be human memories, even the gruesome ones 
he’d previously tried to forget, now reminding him that in that last moment, he is still human: 
his brothers, sisters, mother, and father, most of whom were lost to the disease now taking 
him. Their smiles. The times they made him angry; the times he made them angry. The many 
more moments of joy. The pranks. His father was waiting anxiously at home for the return of 
his son, which his team-mates dare not allow. His mother, pouting her lips and whispering 
words of kindness whenever he got hurt; his mother, chasing after him, her mouth dripping 
with blood, her bloodshot eyes wide, her ears ignoring his pleas for mercy. 

All that’s left is his body, a chunk of flesh missing from his neck, his face torn to shreds, 
one eye hanging limp beside his temple, and a brain heading towards darkness at the speed of 
light. 

He starts convulsing, his whimpering turning into a shallow hack. His legs start to twitch, 


then his arms. 


Mark wipes a tear from his eye. This was Abraham, asked to kill Isaac—a sacrifice too 
hard to perform. 

The men in the parking lot stand quietly waiting for their companion to complete the 
unfathomable task. They hear Micha’s whimpering turn into a series of growls, followed by a 
dull thud, then silence. When Mark comes around the corner, his eyes are flooded with tears. 
He comes to a halt, bends down on one knee, and puts a hand to his eyes, his body shaking 
with sorrow. What will he tell Micha’s father? How will he convey the news that he now only 
has a daughter left? Mark takes a series of deep breaths, steadies himself, then stands up, 
wiping at his face with both hands. 

“It’s over, Mark. Can't bring him back,’ he whispers to himself. “You've got to be strong. 
Keep it together. Phillip and the men need you. Come on! Keep it together!” 

At this, Mark clears his throat, wipes at his face one more time, drops his head, and 
marches to where the men are gathered in the corner. When he reaches their circle, they all 
put a hand on his shoulder and nod, acknowledging his pain. 

Phillip beckons Stefan, Andre, and Jaco. The three of them march back to where Micha’s 
body lies. They carry Micha into the mall, into the back of Dischem, where they lay him 
down. There’s no time to bury Micha. They must move on. Staying here will only delay them 


more than they can afford. 


A faker 


“I need to piss.” 

It’s Michael, not speaking to anyone in particular, but simply stating one of the great 
mysterious facts of male life. 

He’s partnered with Lunga, right behind Stefan and Jaco, with Phillip and Mark in front 
of them. 

The group walks with heads bowed, a funeral procession of mourners trying to shake the 
death of two friends and a fellow human in less than twenty-four hours. There’s a knowing— 
a tangible thing—hanging in the air the men would rather not think of, but which they 
cannot shake. 

Death is your girlfriend, and she wants to tango. Muerte, hombres, muerte. Matthew has 
always had a fascination with the Spanish language and South America, which to him was 
more Spanish than anything the mundane European continent was able to dredge up. The 


word for death, especially, and the surrounding celebrations, had him in wonder. The South 


Americans take the most dreadful subject, crawling with worms and stinking to high heaven, 
dresses it up in scarlet and lace, calls it hermosa, and expect people to dance with it until the 
sun comes up. Which they do. And they love it. 

Michael’s eyes look comically small behind the googly pair of thick-rimmed glasses with 
even thicker lenses. His skin tone is that of a bleached egg, accentuated by his shiny bald 
head. His face is in a permanent scowl, and his jaw juts out below thin lips. A sharp nose 
rounds off the picture. 

Phillip, not looking back, grunts, “We'll stop soon,’ not sure if Michael hears him, and not 
caring. This is not kindergarten, for the love of man. Surely the man can hold a piss for a few 
minutes. 

From the mall parking lot, following the demise of Micha, the men made their way 
through the parking lot and moved through the rows of cars onto the line of grass skirting 
the mall. On this side of the mall, the wire fence is still intact. The men climbed through, 
crossed St. Francis Street, and walked across a grassy knoll, entering Seetuin Road a few 
metres from the traffic circle. To their left was the abandoned Tavcor VW dealership, and to 
their right was a billboard advertising a yearly youth programme, promising those who 
enrolled an enriching year in which they'd find themselves. Somebody had sprayed the 
words, in a world of chaos, underneath the promise. 

It’s dark, but the moonlight is sufficient for the men to trundle on without having to 
switch on their headlamps. They reach an old park—which used to be a popular wedding 
photo venue—covered in trees, with benches scattered here and there. Now the benches are 
overgrown, and branches hang untrimmed from trees. 

Phillip turns around, walking backwards, and says, “We'll stop here for a quick rest. Don't 
wander off.” 

The men bundle together near one of the overgrown benches and slip the backpacks 
from their backs. They place their weapons on the ground. Most of the men take a few steps 
to an available tree, unzip, and piss. 

Michael’s thoughts drift to a place across the road, down Salie Street, which runs into 
Seetuin. He approaches Phillip, clears his throat, and puts his hands together as if praying or 
as if wanting to launch an official complaint, his nasal twang complimentary. 

“Phillip, do you mind if I take a walk down Salie?” 

Phillip purses his lips and stares off into the darkness, like he didn’t hear Michael’s 


whining voice, then replies, “Sure. Just be careful.” 


Michael nods and smiles, a vain reply in the dark. Phillip accepts the silence as a “Thank 
You”. 

Michael strides across Seetuin Road, looking both ways, as if expecting traffic. He moves 
into Salie Street, his headlamp still off, glancing back at the men dotting the spooky garden. 
Salie is his street. Was. He lived here. 

“This a good idea, bud? You able to handle the memories? Your wife warned you against 
this sort of thing. Turn back. What are you going to achieve by checking the house? You're 
not moving back here. Not in the next ten years, if ever.” 

Michael wipes the thoughts from his mind, determined to... 

Determined to what? Find her? She’s gone, Michael. You heard her... 

He cuts the thought short. 

There’s the house—his house—on the corner of Salie Street and Wild Plum Crescent. A 
double-story house that once hid behind a high wall is now broken down. A number of trees 
are growing in the yard, with branches and leaves taking over the place. 

He switches on his headlamp, casting light on what was once his castle. He misses the 
place, but it’s not been his home for a long time. His headlamp beam reveals a broken-down 
wall and, beyond that, a view of the shell that remains. He crosses the road, moving between 
two cars with doors open, standing abandoned on the street. 

He needs to get a closer look. He steps over one of the remaining slabs of concrete that 
make up the bottom of the wall. The sliding door leading into the living room from the 
garden is no longer there. 

He remembers fleeing the house with his wife. He remembers slamming the door on 
their way out. They dared not look back. Couldn’t look back. Their beloved daughter... 

Michael chokes at the thought. Tears start forming. He lifts the glasses from his nose to 
wipe his eyes. They slip from his hand into the tall grass that had taken over his garden. He 
bends down, cursing softly, sticking his hands into the grass and combing it. It’s nowhere to 
be found. 

He goes down on his knees and starts fumbling through the grass. Curses again. Nothing. 
His headlamp only manages to make the blur in front of him brighter, not more visible. 

At first, it’s a muffled sound. Could have been one of the men speaking too loudly from 
the magical wedding garden that carried no magic any more whatsoever. Then he hears it 
again. A voice nearby. Someone calling. 


“Hell... hello... Is anybody there?” He asks, blinking nervously and twitching his nose, his 


head darting this way and that. 

He hears it again. It’s the word “daddy”. Louder now. It even sounds familiar. 

“Can you help me, please? I’ve lost my glasses.” 

He realises as he says it that the person calling him might be the one in need of help, but 
there’s nothing he can do. 

The voice calls again. This time, it shocks him to his core. It can’t be. It can’t be her. 

“Sweetheart,” he hears himself calling, fighting back a whimper. 

No, don’t call. It can’t be her. She’s dead. She’s gone. You heard her screams. But did you 
see her body? Can you know for sure? 

“Sweetheart,” he calls again, his voice curving up. A question. A question oozing doubt. 

“Daddy, I’m here. Can you help me, Daddy? Please.” 

Tears flood down his face, and snot runs into his mouth. He snorts. He wipes his face 
with the back of his hand. 

“Sweetheart,” he sniffles, “daddy would love to help you, but you first need to help daddy. 
Can you come help, Daddy?” 

He’s upright on his knees now. A blur of movement inside the house catches his eye. He 
squints, knowing it won’t make him see better but wishing a miracle of sight from the good 
Lord. 

“Sweetheart, are you there?” 

“I’m here, Daddy. Please come and help.” 

The voice is closer now, echoing from the living room. The blur is getting bigger, and the 
voice is unmistakable. 

“Emma? Emma, is that you? Daddy misses you so much.” 

“Daddy, please come and help me. I need you, daddy.” 

“Emma, I’m so sorry. We were afraid. We didn’t know. Your mom misses you so much.” 

Sorrow, mingled with joy, shakes his body. He falls forward on his arms, then lifts himself 
up again, his eyes longing for sight. 

“Daddy, please come and help me.’ 

The voice is on repeat. Keeps saying the same things over and over. Rehearsed. Repetitive. 
Michael’s senses jump at him. “This is not your daughter!” his brain screams. 

The last time he saw his daughter, she had screamed those exact words while something 
jumped on her and started biting into her flesh. Here she was saying it in a calm tone, as if she 


needed help lifting a heavy chair. 


Michael wipes the snot and tears from his face. He clears his throat. Gets up. Something’s 
wrong. But it’s unmistakable. It’s her voice. Perhaps she survived the attack. 

“Emma?” 

“Daddy, please help me.” 

Michael steps back, his hands stretched out in front of him. The blur is growing bigger. 

“Emma,” he whispers, then steps back again, the blur advancing towards him slowly. 

Michael starts shaking. Something’s wrong. He doesn’t know what, but he needs to get 
out of here. Now. Running’s not an option, not without his glasses. Crying for help might 
bring him the sort of attention he doesn’t need. 

“Too late for that, Michael,” he chastises himself. 

He steps back again. His foot catches the bottom of the wall. He tumbles back, and in his 
tumble, he shouts for help and screams for someone to come. As he tumbles, the shadowy 
figure pounces towards him, then falls down at his feet when another blur enters his vision. 

“Emma,” Michael whimpers, and the tears flow freely again. 

“Emma,” he groans, “oh, my dearest Emma. Oh, Emma, I’m so sorry.” 

He feels a hand on his shoulder. 

“It’s a faker, Michael.” 

Dylan’s voice. 

“Dylan,” cries Michael. “Dylan, it’s you.” 

A deep sorrow stirs from within his chest and chokes the words from his mouth, a sad 
relief trickling out of him. He’d wanted the voice to be real. He’d badly wanted this thing to 
be his daughter. He knew from the first syllable that it was not, but so great was the longing 
and the irrational hope that he’d abandoned all sense. 

Dylan takes Michael by the hand and pulls him up. Michael leans into him, sobbing on 
the young man’s shoulder. 

Phillip had sent Dylan to go looking for Michael. Dylan was a mere few steps away from 
the gap in the wall where Michael had entered his yard and was now tumbling over 
backwards. He sprinted forward, arcing his weapon back, and sent it flying into where he 
thought the threat’s head might be, hoping that whatever seemed to be threatening Michael 
would roughly be where his weapon’s head was heading. He struck the neck, the head came 
off, and the body tumbled to the ground, lying twitching at Michael’s feet. 

Dylan shines his headlamp at the monster’s severed head lying on the ground. Its eyes 


peer at Dylan dully. Its skin is rotted away, but the mouth is filled with good teeth, albeit 


bloody and brown. It’s not Emma, but it probably was the thing that ate her. 

“Where are your glasses?” 

Michael, still whimpering, points towards the garden. 

“T lost them in the tall grass.” 

Dylan steps over the low wall and starts scanning the grass with his headlamp, finally 
spotting the glasses. He picks them up, steps back, and hands them to Michael. Michael drops 
his head between his legs, trying to compose himself. When the whimpering stops, he places 
the glasses on his nose and stares into the darkness of his old home, letting out a deep sigh. 

The two men slowly make their way up the road in silence, back to the safety of the 
group. To Dylan, it feels like he’s just broken the news to a friend that the online romance 
he’d been pursuing for months now had been a scam all along. Back in the day, catfishing— 
that’s what they called online romance scams—was a dime a dozen, with Facebook probably 
made up of more fake profiles than real ones. Falling for a fake profile was easy. The damage 
was more easily handled too, with money being the only thing victims lost. 

Faker zombies, however, are a different kind of scammer and are happy only if you give 
them something to eat, preferably a fresh, juicy body part. They've cost the lives of many men 
and women who'd mistaken them for family members or friends. Fakers, like the digital 
marketers of yesteryear, are deadly, playing on human emotions, causing even the most hardy 
of humans to bypass all sense and sensibility, grasping at their raw human instinct, 
manipulating their weaknesses so they'll buy something that looks promising but is actually 
death dressed up and ready to tango. 

Phillip smiles at Dylan when he sees them approaching. It’s a good job smile—a smile that 
says he knows something has happened. Michael takes a seat on one of the benches, moving 
branches out of the way and wiping spiders and dust before he sits down. 

Matthew is sitting on his haunches, far from the men, a liquid dream taking shape in his 
head. A golden shine of comfort slowly envelops him. He forgets. He remembers. He cares. 


Apathy washes over him. 


The tantrum 


Phillip moves through the men dotted like picnickers in the once picture-perfect wedding 
photo garden. 
“Let’s go,” he repeats as he moves, the men getting up at his command. 


It’s not far to Pride of India, but Phillip wants to get there, if for no other reason than to 


buy time. When it comes to making decisions about the rescue of a post-apocalyptic 
compound leader’s daughter from the hands of what seems like a sociopath, the more time 
you have, the better. 

Phillip knows they'll make wrong decisions. He also knows, from experience, that there’s 
a chance to lessen the number of wrong choices by spending more time thinking and 
sharpening the axe before chopping down the ironwood tree. 

It'll be Phillip’s first visit to Wynand’s house, the birthplace of the Seaviews compound. 
Phillip might be one of the favourite sons of the compound, but he’s not one of the original 
sons, having pitched up at the compound only after the people at Wynand’s house had moved 
in. He was not necessarily keen on making Wynand’s house part of the trip to Edenglen, but 
Jack had managed to convince him that it was a sound plan. 

“Close enough to Edenglen, yet far enough too. Mark, Stefan, and Lunga know it well. It’s 
a safe base to move from.” 

Phillip gave his consent, not wanting to point out that Abel could have booby trapped the 
place, probably expecting the Seaviews rescue crew to reach Edenglen via Pride of India. But 
it was just as likely that Abel did not booby-trap the place. Phillip could only speculate, and 
therefore deferred the decision to Jack as not important enough to fight over. 

Seetuin Road runs a straight line over hillocks all the way down to the back entrance of 
Edenglen, connecting with numerous streets that used to be alive with the roar of motorcars. 
Before the outbreak, Edenglen was a mere seven-minute drive from Seaviews. Now it took 
three, almost four, lives to get there. 

The tired group of men sidle from the park down Seetuin, weaving through cars, bakkies, 
and trucks standing abandoned in or by the road. The temptation to take these vehicles had 
long worn off. At first, scavengers helped themselves to expensive stranded vehicles, but with 
the taking came trouble, which their lack of foresight did not warn them against. Jack and his 
men noticed a strange behavioural pattern among scavengers. They’d grab what their hearts 
had always lusted after. That’s what the outbreak afforded them. It was like a one-arm bandit 
that kept spitting out winnings, people crawling on the floor, scooping together as many 
notes as possible. 

But the floodgates washed in opportunity and washed away common sense. You'd see a 
man driving his dream car down the road, and when it came to a standstill, having reached 
empty, he’d hang around the vehicle, not sure what to do but definitely not leaving it for 


someone else to collect. Never mind that most people were too afraid to worry about owning 


a dream ride; it simply wasn’t practical to pay attention to motor vehicles. Some thieves were 
so bitter at the thought of losing their new toys that they smashed them into walls or set them 
ablaze. If they couldn’t keep the toy, nobody else would get it. 

The men pass Victory Church, the charismatic church that had a hard time figuring out 
what to do with all the demons their church had produced when the outbreak hit. No 
amount of exorcism seemed to work. Breaking generational curses was as successful as a 
little girl sprinkling candy dust on a Barbie doll to animate it. 

“Matt, you okay?” 

Ruben can’t see much next to him, but he feels Matthew bumping into him more than 
usual, their closeness having become more of a tangled dance, with Matthew staggering into 
Ruben’s path and causing him to stop in his tracks. 

Matthew whispers, “I’m... I’m... Ruben... I’m okay, Ruben. I’m good. How... how you 
feeling?” 

Ruben frowns. He tugs at the straps on his shoulders, then moves his head closer to 
Matthew. He knows Matthew hasn’t smelled sober in years, but there’s a stronger smell of 
liquor than usual oozing from Matthew. 

Ruben grabs Matthew by the shoulders and pulls him close. He waits until the rest of the 
group are a few metres ahead before he whispers. 

“Matt, you're drunk.” 

Matthew’s voice rises and falls in a crescendo of mutterings. His legs buckle, forcing 
Ruben to increase his support. 

“Phillip,” calls Ruben, throwing caution to the wind. “Phillip, we have a problem!” 

The men stop and turn, a silhouette of two clumsy dancers vaguely visible in the dark. 

Ruben swings Matthew around, hooks his arms in under Matthew’s armpits, and gently 
lowers him to the road. 

“Guys, he mumbles, casting anxious looks the men cannot possibly see in the dark. 

“Guys,” he repeats, “please, I need some help.” 

He hears the shuffle of feet, then a beam of light floods his sight, leaving him blind for a 
moment. 

Matthew, barely able to sit upright, is babbling to no one in particular, whatever he’s 
managed to get past the crew and into his body, loosening his tongue and having the desired 
effect of making life seem less intimidating, even good. 


“I’m... I’m fine... all good; everything’s okay. Let’s... let’s keep going. We must save her.’ 


When he speaks the last word, he throws a finger in the air, a leader addressing his 
people, guaranteeing their success in these difficult times and a better future for all! World 
peace! With the gracious assistance of our lovely golden goddess, Ferreira Post Rum! 

Matthew reaches forward, puts his hands on the road, and tries to lift his body off the 
road. Ruben, a little short on patience and long on wondering why this is happening to him, 
places a hand on Matthew’s head and pushes him back down. Doesn’t take much to get 
Matthew sitting on his back. The alcohol is doing a fine job of keeping him disoriented. 

Undeterred, Matthew keeps speeching, periodically throwing a finger in the air like a 
trained politician. 

“We must save the love... the love... of my life.” 

“Matthew, shut up.’ 

The backhand lands on the side of Matthew’s face, sending him sprawling to the tar. 
Phillip’s in no mood for games. The slap catches Ruben off guard, who has nothing but a 
hand on Matthew’s shoulder. Not nearly enough to keep Matthew from plunging to his side. 

The smack does not have the desired effect, Matthew breaking out into a shrill scream 
that fills the night. Phillip, calm as a breeze, bends down to where Matthew is lying, 
screeching like a banshee, puts a firm hand to Matthew’s shoulder, presses it down, mounts 
Matthew’s chest, slips a hand over Matthew’s gaping mouth, and leans forward to muffle the 
madness. With his free hand, he reaches behind his head and pushes the on button of his 
headlamp, flooding Matthew’s wild eyes with blinding light, which doesn’t seem to have any 
effect on the rabid wild man. 

Phillip murmurs a few curse-filled warnings, telling Matthew what's to follow if he 
doesn’t quit his tantrum. When Phillip removes his hand, the screaming resumes, with spittle 
flying into Phillip’s furious face. Phillip lands another slap on a warm cheek, and Matthew 
starts bawling. He slips a hand over Matthew’s mouth again. 

A distinct growl fills the air. Then another. Phillip jerks up, his hand still clenched on 
Matthew’s mouth. He looks around, the beam of his headlamp finding Michael’s face. 

“Take over,” he barks. 

Michael bends down, puts his hand over Matthew’s mouth, and clamps down. Matthew’s 
kicking and flinging of arms throw him off, causing Michael to land on his side. Three men 
jump onto Matthew, one sitting on his legs, the other two taking an arm each. One of them is 
Omri, cursing himself for having let Matthew go for a walk. Matthew’s hoarse voice echoes 


out two more screams before Michael stumbles towards Matthew’s head and stops his 


mouth. 

“Circle!” barks Phillip. 

The men form a circle around Matthew, facing outward, their weapons drawn and ready 
in front of them. 

The growl again. This time, closer. Another growl. A moan. A scream. Multiple utterings. 
It sounds suspiciously like the group that attacked them at the high school, but more 
controlled and less African. 

“It’s a pack,” whispers Phillip, sweat creeping onto his brow. 

Sounds like they’re coming from the kloof, thinks Phillip. But he knows the deceptive 
nature of sound. The growls grow in volume, then Phillip is sure. They're coming up 
Blackwood Road, the Victory Church street. No idea how many. Could be five. Ten. More? 
Damn you, Matthew! Damn you to hell! 

His thoughts scramble through scenarios. In all his years on the frontlines, he’d had to 
make many plans on the fly. But the enemy was always as wary as he was. He could count on 
human nature to wedge a plank into the hole from whence gushed bloodthirst. He’d faced 
fearsome enemies, but they were always tempered by cowardice in their own squad. The 
scale was always balanced. Not so with these creatures. They were like adrenaline junkies 
with rabies. They knew one way, and that was forward. Death to all, and that now seemed to be 
their motto. The creed they lived by. 

He sees the dim outline of a body of zombies coming up from Blackwood. He’s right. He 
tries to think of something to say to his men. It’s not fear that keeps the words from coming; 
it’s not knowing what to say. Any advice at this stage would be a vapid exercise in utter 
uselessness. His hands tighten on his panga. He clenches his jaw. Matthew is still trying to 
scream, forcing Michael to lean on Matthew hard. Just like at the high school, Phillip suspects 
the only way out of this mess is to charge. 

Stay calm, Phillip. Stay calm. Don’t rush. It never worked when you rushed. Let them 
come to you. 

When the group of voracious-sounding monsters reaches Seetuin, their screaming starts 
to subside, which Phillip finds a strange development. If anything, they should be all the more 
eager to tear into their easy prey. Whatever’s approaching seems to be fading in and out of 
reality, silhouettes unsure of their own existence. It’s like night folds and slices into the 
bodies. The howling is now gone, the bodies silently shifting through the dark towards the 


Seaviews crew, sitting ducks, waiting for their end. 


The Seaviews men are drenched in fear, but they don’t break formation, headlamp beams 
scattering darkness randomly. Most of the men know military and guerilla tactics. If these 
are zombies, chances are they'll attack from a single direction. If this is a human gang, there’s 
no guarantee that the howls approaching from Blackwood aren't simply a distraction from 
the actual attack from an unexpected angle. 

Phillip squints, trying to adjust to the rapidly moving phantom his headlight’s beam 
cannot pin. When a clump of bodies comes to a stop near Phillip, things become clear. He 
knows what this is and who they are. And now he’s not sure whether he should relax or be 
filled with a greater sense of dread. He steps forward, praying there’s enough humanity in 


front of him to understand reason, but fearing the worst. 


An interception 


“What's your name.” 

Not a question; a command. 

The voice is clear, but Phillip can’t see the human form behind it yet. He curses Matthew, 
but not aloud. The last thing we need is more interference and delays. Shouldn't have brought 
him along. Should have resisted Jack. 

The Seaviews men, convinced by what they hear that they’re dealing with humans, 
double down on their vigilance, hands white-knuckling weapons. Phillip shouts a command, 
and the men relax, turning to their leader, breaking the circle formation, and slowly stepping 
towards Phillip. Phillip hopes none of his men try to be brave. What’s standing in front of 
them is more fearsome than even the most hungry runner. 

“Tell your men to switch off their headlamps.” 

Phillip doesn’t quibble; he simply turns to his men and curtly commands, “Switch off,” 
facing no resistance, something he’s thankful for. 

When the night is dark, the other group of men takes ghostly, synchronised, slow steps 
closer, moving like a billow of clouds towards Phillip and his men. In the dark, the Seaviews 
men can make out the scraggly edges of what look like men clothed in rags. When they’re up 
close, one of them steps forward. 

“What’s your name.” The deceptively calm command again comes from a gravelly voice. 

Phillip grits his teeth but doesn’t answer. 

The man standing opposite Phillip smiles, then says in a soft, non-threatening voice, 


“Please. Tell me your name.” 


Still not a question. 

“Name’s Phillip. I’m the lea—” 

“We know who you're the leader of.” 

Phillip purses his lips. 

“My name’s Ayanda. These are my men.” 

The men behind Ayanda mutter a low collective greeting. 

“What’s the trouble here? What was all that screaming? You playing a game of, let’s Call 
The Zombies?” 

A murmur of laughter rises from the men behind the voice. Ayanda glances back quickly 
and smiles at the appreciation of his joke, proud of the effect it has both ways: laughter from 
his men and irritation with the strangers. 

‘Everything’s fine,” growls Phillip, “just having trouble with one of our own. Nothing we 
can’t handle.” 

Phillip squints to focus his eyes, curious to see what the cheeky man in front of him looks 
like. 

“So, you're on a rescue mission. 

“Why? Why do you want to rescue her? 

“In our compound, this sort of action would not be tolerated. Abel has his reasons for 
taking her. It’s an appeasement; what’s happened. It balances out. Don’t you think?” 

Phillip stutters, shocked to find Ayanda so casually mentioning their mission, astounded 
at what seems like an insouciant, even downright callous attitude. His anger flares up. 

“Where I’m from, we do things differently.” 

He purses his lips to block anger from gushing out of his mouth, then proceeds calmly, 
unsure whether Ayanda would understand after his cold remarks. 

“Look, we lost a daughter, and we want her back. Whatever Abel’s reasons, we don't care. 
We simply want one of our own back.” 

Ayanda smiles, showing a full set of white teeth. In the darkness, Phillip can’t be sure, but 
it looks like the man speaking to him has no nose, just two dark slits below his eyes. 

“Perhaps, in time, you'll find out what the truth is. It’s never as simple as each side says it 
is. What are your plans?” 

Phillip frowns at Ayanda’s veiled words, choosing to ignore them. There is one reason for 
the kidnapping, and that is that a bored psychopathic sociopath wants to play a game. He 


doesn’t say this out loud. 


“We're heading for an old house in Pride of India. Our pastor’s house. We know the area. 
It’s close to Edenglen. It'll make our entry into Edenglen easier.” 

Phillip realises he might be sharing too much, especially since these creatures seem to 
know far more than he thinks they should. But then again, if they know so much, wouldn't 
they consider it a betrayal if he tries to keep information from them that he thinks they didn’t 
know? Wouldn’t that give them reason to treat Phillip and his men as enemies? 

“You're coming with us. You'll stay at our compound and move to Edenglen from there.’ 

Phillip pretends to think for a moment, as if weighing up options, but he knows there’s 
one option, and that’s to obey Ayanda. The lot is cast, and there’s nothing a mere man can do 
to change it. 

There’s a reason Ayanda and his men roam the town freely any time they want. There’s a 
reason they approach Phillip and his crew with a careless confidence usually shown only by 
those who no longer have sentient capabilities. 

These are the lepers, as they’ve been christened. Or talkers, to be more politically correct. 
Not humans, not zombies; these creatures had a half-curse cast upon them, the outbreak 
displaying a creative side by slapping together the best of one world with the worst of 
another, chucking the whole thing into the oven and letting it bake at far too high a 
temperature, far beyond the recommended time, the results of which were either 
catastrophic or propitious, depending on your view of things and how much time you were 
willing to offer a strange development to prove itself. 

Phillip knows the lepers are sentient. Lunga had given him a run-down of these beings. 
Come to think of it, Lunga knows quite a bit about them. What he was never quite sure about 
was their attitude towards outsiders. As careless as Lunga is when it comes to dealing with 
zombies, as careful is he when it comes to the talkers. 

Despite their sentience, they have a strange moral code. Phillip wonders if it has anything 
to do with the immediate period following the breakout and them discovering the unusual 
hand they’d been dealt in the game. 

On one hand, there were humans who, when they saw one of the lepers, thought it was a 
zombie and would have in all probability tried to kill it. On the other hand, there were the 
zombies, most of whom didn’t have an interest in things that shared whatever it is that makes 
the zombies kin. 

The curse had come with a strange blessing. The lepers are stronger and faster than 


anything on two legs, even speedy runner zombies that have not had a meal in days. It’s like a 


human versus a chimpanzee. Even if the chimp is considered weak among his own, compared 
to the strongest human, the human stands no chance. It’s the same with the lepers and 
anything else. They are far superior in strength, with the added benefit that they have human 
cognitive abilities. It’s as if God felt sorry for these repulsive half-beings—not humans, not 
zombies—and granted them special powers. 

This is why they have the luxury of living in peace. No one dares challenge them. 

Lepers eat meat. Phillip also knows that. What he doesn’t know is what type of meat they 
prefer. If they eat humans, chances are Phillip and his men are mere hours away from 
becoming meals. 

They chose the JBay Lifestyle Estate, in what is known as the Vrieskas area, as their home. 

“What if we don’t want to?” 

Ayanda smiles, and the men behind him chuckle. 

“You will come with us. We can help you with your man.” 

He points to Matthew, still wriggling and screaming muted screams. 

Phillip turns to look at the wrestling match. He decides to throw in the towel and take the 
man up on his offer. He turns back to Ayanda. 

“We'll come.” 

Phillip knows there’s no alternative, but he also knows that if these things had wanted to 
hurt them, they could have easily done so already. 

“Good,” replies Ayanda, smiling. 

From behind Ayanda, a leper steps out and towards Matthew. He draws something from 
his pocket, bends down beside Matthew, and removes Michael’s hand from Matthew’s 
mouth. A scream escapes into the night before the thing puts whatever it is he’s carrying up 
to Matthew’s face. Matthew’s eyes roll and his screams diminish to a groan before he goes 
limp, and his head drops back. 

The man administering the syncope-inducing drug lifts Matthew from the road, flips him 
over his shoulder, and walks back towards Ayanda, taking his place behind his leader, ready 
to leave. The weight of a fully grown man on his shoulder is no inconvenience to him in the 
least, as if he’d simply taken off a jacket on a hot day and flung it across his shoulder, too lazy 
to carry it in hand. 

“Let’s go,’ commands Ayanda, who turns, and starts off down Seetuin, his men following 
close behind. 


Phillip, knowing he’s at the mercy of men who probably have no ill intent but seem to 


have the emotional maturity of preschool children, turns to his men, shrugs, lifts his hands in 
defeat, shakes his head, and turns to follow the lepers, his men falling in behind him. 

At least they’re safe from zombies. A horde of monsters can attack them now. It wouldn't 
take the lepers long to finish them off. In fact, the one carrying Matthew would probably kill 
a few before he remembered he’d got the weight of a man on his shoulder. 

The lepers move fast, as if the darkness doesn’t touch them. Phillip and his men keep up 
only with effort. They weave through more abandoned vehicles. Some of the men relive the 
experience of what happened on that day. Sorrow creeps over the group, muted only by the 
speed of their passage. 

They turn left onto Jakaranda Street, the street that leads out of Jeffreys Bay onto the Old 
Cape Road that lazes past the town. The faded and limply hanging sign of Proper Pies invites 
the men to come in and taste a proper pie. Mark had always found the name an interesting 
irony. He was a fan of their product. A proper pie by any measure. He was a friend of the 
owner, Darryl, before Darryl got attacked and turned. 

To their right sits a pub, one door open, one lying on the ground, waiting for patrons to 
arrive after a long day of outbreak. They never come. 

Across the road sits the Lifestyle Estate, once a lovely middle-class development where 
driving over twenty was wildly frowned upon and children ran freely to get biscuits from 
safe, happy old neighbours. 

In front of the gate, cars had been stacked strategically in such a way as to not only make 
entry difficult but also give the impression that there is nothing to be found beyond. If you 
didn’t know, you'd think it was a pileup that happened due to the panic of the outbreak. 
Phillip finds the arrangement staggeringly effective in its simplicity. 

The estate hides behind an eight-foot wall. There are no lookout towers. Phillip can’t help 
but wonder if there’s a mad genius behind this leper colony. Was it a mistake to not have 
reached out to them earlier? Were they missing out by ignoring what they thought might 
have been a threat? The idea starts bubbling up in the back of Phillip’s head. 

The men come to a stop near the heap of cars. Ayanda floats towards the solid metal gate, 
knocks twice, and whispers something through a rusted hole. The gate starts creaking open 
just enough for the two groups to make their way through single file, with the man carrying 
Matthew going first. Even in the dim yellow light provided by the compound street lights, all 
working, it’s evident to Phillip that the estate is kept in good condition. Phillip realises this 


place is run by a group of beings who'd do anything to convince themselves and others that 


they have a sliver of humanity worth taking seriously. He wonders if they'll remember that, 
come dinner time. 

Once inside, the group of leper warriors comes to a stop and turns to face the Seaviews 
group. Ayanda turns to his men and coughs a strange word. The men move in close. He 
murmurs something to them, and they disperse. Two men remain, the rest disappearing into 
the night, and Ayanda, last of all, taking off down one of the paths. 

Matthew has disappeared. Phillip doesn’t know where they took him, and it worries him, 
but he knows even the two men Ayanda had commanded to remain with Phillip and the rest 
of the Seaviews crew would outmatch Phillip and his crew easily. 

“You'll meet our leader soon. Your sick man has been taken to the infirmary.’ 

It’s one of the talkers who'd been instructed to watch over the Seaviews crew. Nice guy, if 
you can look past the missing cheek and strange raw red gash running from the right eye 
diagonally across his bald head. 

Phillip doesn’t reply. He doesn’t know whether infirmary is code for slaughterhouse and 
whether they’ll see Matthew alive again, but it’s too late to put up a fight. It was always too 
late. The only thing he can do is stand and wait and hide the nervousness in his system by 
looking pensive. 

Talk is thin among lepers. They’ve learned that communication is far more effective if 
they use fewer words and focus on action instead. When the two leper guards nod at each 
other, Phillip and his men have no idea what they’re nodding about or why, but the next 
moment, the man with the gash in his head turns to Phillip. 

“Your men will follow James.” 

The man looks towards his partner, pointing in his direction. James smiles, displaying 
perfect teeth. The flaw in this one’s not directly in the face. Or it doesn’t show just yet. The 
ears look funny, though. Almost elvish. 

“He'll take them to their respective resting places for the evening. You come with me. 
You'll meet our leader. He’s keen to make your acquaintance.” 

Phillip purses his lips, turns to his men, shrugs, and turns back to the man with the gash 
in his head, nodding. James and the Seaviews men take a road to the left, while the man with 
the gash leads Phillip down a road that leads to the right. Halfway down the estate, the two 
men take a left and arrive at a large house with a stone fountain framed by a large, lush 
garden filled with grass, flowers, and succulents. The man comes to a halt in the street in 


front of the house and beckons Phillip to take the cobble pathway leading up to the large 


front door, where Ayanda is awaiting the arrival of Phillip. 

Phillip strolls up the walkway, taking in the smell of flowers and the fynbos forming a 
border for the pathway. It’s a familiar smell, one Phillip recalls from Oyster Bay, where 
fynbos is more prevalent. The smell he’d come to associate with death. 

When Phillip reaches the top of the walkway, he climbs the five steps up to the covered 
porch, where Ayanda, with his slits for a nose, is standing in the porch light, a faint smile on 
his face, awaiting his guest. Ayanda gives a light bow, stretches out an arm to his side, and 
beckons Phillip to enter through the door. 

Inside, Phillip is greeted by a large foyer with another water feature. Clearly, the leader 
has a thing for tranquillity. A single wicker chair stands against one wall, while a series of 
paintings adorns the opposite wall. Phillip stares at the paintings, moving closer slowly, his 
eyes trying to adjust to the disbelief in his head. Ayanda, his hands behind his back, takes a 
stand next to Phillip, a museum curator proud to display his wares. 

Phillip’s eyes fix on the Pierneef classic, Farm Jonkershoek with Twin Peaks Beyond, 
Stellenbosch. 

“Original,” murmurs Ayanda, a touch of pride in his voice. 

Phillip glances at Ayanda, astonished to find this level of refinement in what he’d thought 
would be a hillbilly-hick town. 

His eyes move to the next painting, a large, iconic Martin Bakker classic of Supertubes 
waves rolling like perfect cylinders into Jeffreys Bay. 

“Come, he wants to meet you.” 

Phillip drags himself away from the paintings and steps after Ayanda, his eyes still fixed 
on the magnificent works. 

They pad down a hallway, passing closed doors, and finally turn into a room with a light 


less bright than even the dim twilight soothing the house. 


38 


Saturday, 9 April, 2022 


A meeting 


A ence steps into the room, and Phillip comes to a stop outside the door. Ayanda turns, 


folds his hands behind his back, lifts his head, and juts out his chin, cocking his head slightly, 
indicating Phillip to enter the room and approach the large desk. Phillip glances around, nods 
at Ayanda, and shuffles into the room, looking around at an old dog sniffing the terrain. To 
the left and right, leather-bound books stand tightly stacked to the ceiling in cramped 
bookcases. In front of him sits a large mahogany desk with a green felt overlay. The desk is 
etched and nicked, showing many years of abusive musing. Two ornate blackwood chairs 
with red upholstery complete the picture. 

Ayanda flits to the wall, welds himself to it, weaves his fingers together in front of him, 
and stands like an obedient statue overlooking his master’s domain, waiting for his leader to 
acknowledge the presence of others in the large room. 

Behind the desk stands an imposing figure, bent down, his back to Phillip, gazing out the 
window at the darkness, wide-shouldered, both slumped, but the left slightly more. 

“Phillip... I presume.” 

Wheezing from the man behind the desk, who slowly turns around like a figure in a 
music box, the tune of which is coming to an end. 

Wrinkles run across his cheeks and forehead. Half a nose clings to above a cavity that 
once had lips, two sets of teeth completing a permanent grin. Above the droopy eye bags, two 
bloodshot eyes peer deathly at Phillip. Where the eyebrows used to be is shiny skin. The 


man’s head is bald. One ear is missing. The man’s body is large, a barrel of a figure. 


“Please,” wheezes the man, “come in. Take a seat.” 

Phillip wonders why this man, not much older than himself, looks so decayed against the 
likes of Ayanda. It’s like he’s the bearer of time. An ancient mummy who'd reluctantly been 
dug out and brought to life by a spell that had not yet been refined. 

“You're wondering why I look so haggard.” 

He laughs. 

“The reason is not so romantic. 

“Smoking, my friend. That has turned out to be my downfall. That’s the reason I look 
much older than my friend Ayanda over there. The handsome devil! Ha! 

The man laughs at his own joke, and Ayanda grins a wide, perfect smile. There’s love 
between these two and mutual respect. Perhaps even fear from Ayanda’s side. 

“When the darkness fell, I figured it might as well light up.” 

The man coughs up another laugh at one of his own jokes. 

“What can I say? Unfortunately, the effects of tobacco seem to be more severe on us. 
Talkers, as you call us. Or do you prefer the word leper?” 

Phillip drops his head, like a schoolboy caught doing something wrong and showing 
remorse for his sin. 

“My name,’ the man wheezes, “is Reinhardt.’ 

He smiles, the strange permanent grin growing wider to reveal more teeth. 

Phillip raises his head, a sparkle of recognition twinkling in his eyes. He smiles. 

This used to be the mayor of Jeffreys Bay. Mayor Foley. Phillip fights to hold back a gasp. 
Mayor Foley had been one of the good guys. A true gentleman who actually cared for his 
town. In politics, he was a rare bird. Never calculating, always honest. People used to joke 
that after his stint as mayor, he should consider becoming a politician if he ever aspired to be 
rich. 

The mayor was a proud man who stood almost as tall as Phillip. He exuded confidence 
and was always friendly. He always had time for a harmless prank. What is left of him now 
still seems to have that glint of mischief that used to draw the ire of his secretary but brought 
much joy to colleagues. But he’s not the same man. The outbreak had not dealt with him 
kindly. And smoking has taken its toll. 

“Mayor Foley. Good to meet you, sir.” 

“You know who J am.” 


The mouth widens again, delighted at this posthumous recognition. 


“T do.” 

Relief floods Phillip. Surely a man like this would bring no harm to the Seaviews crew? 
He wonders where his men are while he’s standing here. Were they being feasted on by 
Reinhardt’s men? Were they being wooed into comfort for destruction later? No, these men 
would have killed them by now. The fact that Phillip is standing here proves that the talkers 
have no ill intent. 

“It’s an honour, sir.” 

The mayor drops his head and waves his hand dismissively at Phillip. 

“Please. That feels like a long time ago. Have a seat.” 

Reinhardt shuffles to his chair. 

Phillip moves around the chair and gently sits down. He glances back at Ayanda, whose 
eyes are still fixed on the wall behind the mayor. No alarm in them. Phillip poses no threat. 
Even if the whole crew were in this office threatening the mayor, it would probably pose little 
risk to Ayanda. 

The mayor slowly manoeuvres himself into his chair, puts his elbows on the arm rests, 
and weaves bony fingers together underneath his chin. 

“You're on a rescue mission. Must have been surprised that Ayanda knew about it, eh?” 

“Tl admit, it was quite a surprise to hear Ayanda speak of it.” 

The mayor smiles. 

“Please excuse my friend. He’s a soldier, not a diplomat.” 

Ayanda smiles, but his eyes stay fixed on the wall. 

“T believe Ayanda has also told you where we stand on the matter.’ 

“Yes,” answers Phillip, shifting around uncomfortably in his chair, “but, mr Foley—” 

“Reinhardt, please.” 

“Reinhardt, I understand you have a different view on the matter, but you must 
understand that this is—” 

“I know who it is, Phillip. I also know that Abel may have a reason for what he’s done.” 

Rynhardt lifts his forearms and weaves his hands together, reminding Phillip of Jack’s 
little mannerism. Perhaps it’s something you have to learn before you become a compound 
leader. 

“Excuse me for saying this, but you have a one-dimensional view of the situation.” 

Phillip frowns, not used to being told that loving your neighbour amounts to being a 


shallow individual. 


“I’m not claiming we have superior knowledge, although, from the looks of it, that might 
actually be the case. But I’ve known Abel for many years. What you see as evil, well, let’s just 
say that the man is a complex being.” 

Phillip’s fury rages through his head. He would like nothing more than to take this talker 
by the throat and strangle the half-life out of him. He knows, however, that even a talker like 
Reinhardt would outmatch him in combat, wheezing and all. 

“Sir.” 

“Reinhardt.” 

“Reinhardt, she is more than the compound leader’s daughter. She is our daughter, our 
sister.” 

Phillip’s voice cracks when he utters these words. He composes himself, but notices the 
keen eye of Reinhardt looking through him, searching for more than Phillip is willing to 
reveal. 

“T understand, Phillip, and therefore I cannot stop you. But you must understand that we 
cannot get involved. We are out in no man’s land. We have had a troubled enough road so far, 
not fitting in anywhere. You humans reject us, and we reject the zombies. It’s a troubled love 
triangle.” 

Reinhardt bursts out in laughter, his body shaking. The laughter turns into a cough and 
subsides with wheezing. 

Ayanda takes a step closer, but Reinhardt puts up a hand to stop him and waves him back 
to the wall. Ayanda obeys. 

“Ayanda tells me one of your men is into extreme zombie calling.” 

Reinhardt winks at Ayanda, who smiles at the joke. 

“T’d like to meet the man.” 

“He has a troubled past. He—” 

Phillip doesn’t want to reveal too much but feels compelled to explain. 

“He has a drinking problem.” 

“That’s a shame,’ says Reinhardt, and Phillip’s not sure whether he’s detecting a hint of 
sarcasm from the interesting half-man thing with the strange moral compass. 

“His name is Matthew, correct? 

Phillip nods. 

“He found out something we had to accept. He doesn’t fit in where he thinks he should. 


There’s an ugliness that prevents him. The only difference between us and him is that his 


ugliness is internal. He feels the demons; we look like them. 

Phillip droops his head again. In all his time at the compound, they’d been warned against 
the talkers. But they never met one, never spoke to one, and never reached out to them. They 
simply assumed that, because they were dangerous, they were to be avoided at all costs. The 
sorrow in Reinhardt’s voice makes it clear that the virus had left the talkers’ ability to 
sympathise untouched. Here was a monster doing his best to be a man about his situation, 
accepting with grace the hand he and those with him were dealt. 

Reinhardt looks at Ayanda and gently nods at him, not saying a word. Ayanda nods back, 
a servant in touch with his master’s commands. Ayanda scurries out of the office, his strange 
leather shoes making no sound as he flits out the door. 

A flood of guilt runs through Phillip. Had they been too tough on Matthew? Did they not 
reach out enough? Was their tough love too tough? 

“Ayanda’s fetching your man. Should be calm by now. 

“T’d like some time with him alone. When beggars share sorrow, they share it alone.” 

Phillip gives a small smile, nodding at the old man’s wish. Command, more like it. 

“Phillip, our meeting is long overdue. Pity the invite has to come from our end, but I’m 
glad we’ve met nonetheless. Would have liked to meet Jack.” 

Well, you've been nothing but kind to us so far. We'd need to return the favour. We'll 
arrange a braai so you can meet our people. 

Reinhardt smiles, not replying to Phillip’s comment, and says, “Before you leave, we'll 
have a meeting. We have information that’s of interest to your mission.” 

Phillip bends his head in acknowledgement, then lifts himself out of the chair. 

“Thank you for your kindness, Mayor Foley.” 

“Always a pleasure,’ comes a wheezing reply. 


A smile cracks onto the face, and teeth glimmer at Phillip in the low light. 


Another meeting 


“Why am I here?” 

Matthew sits slumped in the chair, head forward, hair swinging in front of his face, hands 
wrung together, body trembling. It’s cold. Or is it something else? Must be cold. Can't be the 
rum. The rum would warm me up. 

Reinhardt smiles with one of his clownish smiles. His eyes grow soft at the question. Not 


the question, the shivering. 


The boy is suffering, he thinks. He needs alcohol. Or so he thinks. I remember. I know the 
feeling. 

“My boy, I know what you're going through. I know what you're facing. I know.” 

Matthew snickers. The snicker turns into a cackle. Tears start flowing. The trembling 
turns into shaking. Matthew grits his teeth. Get a grip! He breathes deeply, steadying his body 
back to a shiver. 

A cynical grin forms on his face. Without looking up, he whispers, “How can you know, 
old man? How can you know what I’m facing?” 

Reinhardt smiles, lifts a hand to his face, strokes his chin, and murmurs, “She was the 
most beautiful little thing on Earth. I used to tease her that there was someone more beautiful 
than her, and when she’d ask, ‘and who might that be, Mr Foley?’ I’d reply, ‘she lives on Venus, 
and the only reason I chose you was because I couldn't get to her. 

“She knew the answer. But it was our little game. At least once a week, she'd ask me that 
question. And every time I'd give her the same answer, followed by her punching my arm.’ 

Reinhardt lifts his head, looking towards the bookcase filled with leatherbound reading 
treasures, his voice trailing off and the intensely ugly smile disappearing for a moment. 

“What would you consider the less desirable situation, my young friend?” 

Reinhardt looks at Matthew when he murmurs the words, cocking his head. Matthew 
remains sitting with his head down, his dirty hair hanging in a tangled mess. 

Reinhart continues his story, his mind far away, his voice a longing murmur. 

“Would you prefer it if the only person you have eyes for—the one your hands yearn to 
touch when the thought of her crosses your mind—where she lives permanently—whose face 
you long to trace with your finger; whose eyebrows you long to rest a gentle kiss upon; the 
person whose toes even turn you on; her every inch, inside and out, the longing of your every 
inch, inside and out, turns into a monster? 

“Hm? 

“Or would you prefer her to remain as she is, fully human—perfect—while you turn into 
something so deplorable? Her sparkling emerald green eyes grow a dull pale, unable to look 
at the one who loves her, the sorrow overwhelming her to the point that she one day decides 
that there is no point to living? 

The old man lets the words hang in the air, the sword that had cut through his heart 
hanging over Matthew’s self-commiserating head. 


“So you've seen pain, Matthew? Haven't we all? Is it not part of our broken new world? 


“You, however, have a few things going for you we don’t. You choose to entertain your 
demons. We do not have that luxury.” 

Matthew sweeps a hand through his hair, his body still rocking and his arms and legs 
shivering. 

Reinhardt leans forward and places his arms on the desk. He cocks his head to one side 
and says, “Look at me, Matthew.” 

Matthew doesn’t look. He keeps staring at the patterned carpet beneath him, the swirls 
reminding him of the patterns he forms in his head when the rum takes him away and he 
tries to forget her. 

“Look at me!” 

The voice thunders through Matthew, causing him to jerk in his chair. When he looks up, 
Reinhardt is standing, two fists planted on his desk, his body tense, the wheezing causing him 
to sound like a threatened snake. 

Matthew’s trembling stops. His eyes grow wide at the old man’s intimidating posture. 
Clarity washes through his foggy brain. 

He feels Reinhardt’s heartache, the frustration, and the all-swallowing sorrow. He falls 
into her emerald-green eyes through the old man’s longing gaze. He sees her nose crinkle at 
the soft touch of his finger’s delicate trace. He tastes her face as he gently plants a row of 
kisses along her brow, whispering sweet nothings that send shivers up her spine. 

Reinhardt drops his head and slumps forward, then drops down into his chair. A few 
tears struggle their way over a riven face. He wipes at his eyes with a bony finger. 

“I know,” the old man wheezes. 

Matthew’s mouth hangs open, and tears flood his eyes. 

You selfish bastard. You could have turned to anyone for help. Jack didn’t cast you out. 
You chose to oust everyone from your life. Wynand reached out. Phillip. Dylan. Even Bella. 
Bella had tried to reach out, and what did you do? You rejected her and pissed on her. And 
when you piss on someone, they don’t stand around thanking God for the rain. They move 
away. You never lost her, Matthew; you threw her away. 

For these people, it was different. They had nowhere to turn. Wherever they turned was a 
stark reminder of the demons that they’d turned into. They were forced to be survivors. 
Survivors of shame. Survivors of scorn. Survivors of themselves. It was hard enough for 
humans to keep their heads up after the outbreak. For the talkers, it must be a constant battle, 


minute to minute. From the moment they wake up in the morning to the time they close 


their eyes, those of them who can close their eyes must remain vigilant against grief Matthew 
cannot even imagine. 

Have any of them committed suicide? It would be easy for them to justify such an action. 
Can they call themselves alive? Will it be taking the life of a human if they are driven to such 
despair? 

“Sir—” 

Matthew doesn’t know what to say. There are no words. His throat is dry. The rum is 
starting to hammer at his head. But he feels the need to say something. 

“Matthew, you're not alone. You never were. Whatever the burden you carry, and I 
suspect it has something to do with Bella, you can carry it.” 

“I know, sir. I know. I do, now.” 

The two men look at each other tenderly, their suffering welding a strange bond between 
them. Matthew knows he can no longer be in bondage. He might not have happiness for a 
long time yet. Maybe never. But he will never experience the depths of despair he'd allowed 
himself to fall to. He has no right to. Not with Reinhardt and his people having to deal with 
themselves. 

He lifts himself slowly from his chair, then bows his head. 

“Sir, I want to...” 

The words struggle to form in his brain, the rum still trying to own him. 

“IT want to thank you. For helping me. more than you'll ever know.’ 

Reinhardt smiles his hideous grin, then weaves his hands together and sits back in his 
chair, old mischief making its way back into his conversation. 

“Only a pleasure, m’boy. I’d have invited you to join our compound and maybe marry one 
of our ladies. Not the best-looking, but then again, in the state you’re in, you're not an oil 
painting either.’ 

Reinhardt throws his head back and cackles, wheezing from his throat. When he steadies 
himself, he coughs a few times, then says, “I’m only kidding, my boy. With a thorough scrub, 
you'll be handsome once again.” 

Matthew smiles at the old man, nodding at the odd humour. 

“If you don’t mind, I need to go make right with the guys. They’re not happy with me.” 

“T’m sure they'll understand. If they don’t, send them to me.” 

Reinhardt winks and smiles at Matthew, then waves his hand for Matthew to leave the 


office. 


Matthew turns to face the door. A feeling of lightness he’d not felt in months had slipped 
into the room somewhere between entering and now. The after-effects of the rum are in full 
swing, but he doesn’t mind. He knows it will pass, and this will be the last time. He turns to 
look at Reinhardt and smiles. He’d never have guessed this monster would be able to save him 
from himself. He steps to the door and opens it, then slips out quietly, closing it behind him. 

Ayanda, all the while standing outside the office, smiles at Matthew when he exits, as if he 
knows a miracle just took place inside. 


Matthew knows things will be okay. He'll not get his heart back, but he can live with that. 


Strategic meeting 


The large hall is in direct contrast to the meeting hall at Seaviews. Whereas the meeting hall 
at Seaviews is bright, airy, and welcoming, the talkers’ meeting hall is dark, musty, and 
mystical—an ambience cultivated by Reinhardt, it seems. The windows are covered, allowing 
not a sliver of light to enter the hall. It’s as if the talkers don’t want to see each other when 
meeting. When your neighbour is a constant reminder of the monster you are, you want to 
see as little of his face as possible. 

Tonight, King Reinhardt and his knights sit gathered with the Seaviews team members to 
discuss an important issue. There’s no need for everyone to be present, but all of Reinhardt’s 
top men and the whole of the Seaviews rescue crew are there. Both teams realise the 
importance of the gathering for the purpose of creating a bond they know will form part of 
both compounds’ future. Reinhardt had insisted that the men purposefully sit mixed, a 
gesture Phillip endorsed. The Seaviews men accepted it, having seen the kindness and 
hospitality of the talkers over the last few hours, convinced the talkers weren’t out to make a 
meal of their human visitors. 

Reinhardt and his people must form part of the new Jeffreys Bay. Phillip would ensure 
this happens. His own ignorance had let his compound miss out on forming valuable bonds 
with good people. They might look like demons, but they’re far from it. In times of war, you 
need a strong alliance. The sooner the Seaviews crew gets used to this fact and accepts their 
new friends as neighbours, the better for the whole town. Though Matthew couldn't have 
known it, his meltdown had led to a much-needed meeting. Jack will also endorse the new 
affiliation. He'll see the political savvy in befriending these creatures. 

A low murmur fills the room as most of the men discuss various topics among 


themselves, from anthropology to weaponry. It’s mostly the talkers talking and the Seaviews 


men frowning with concentration. It feels good, thinks Phillip as he talks to Reinhardt about 
his experience running the town of Jeffreys Bay pre-breakout. 

Matthew sits with a smile, scanning the dark faces illumined by candlelight. He welcomes 
the thought of forging a bond with these people, the leader of whom has plucked him from 
destruction. In a way, Reinhardt was his Messiah. He had endured much darkness to lead 
others to light, Matthew included. Perhaps if he got back home, he could once again pursue 
the real Messiah, the one whom he had thought had turned His back on him. But not yet. He 
can’t. What if he fails again? The darkness clings to his soul. He needs to be baptised of this 
filth he’s been calling his skin. 

Dylan looks at Matthew. Something’s different, he thinks. There’s a peace I haven’t seen 
in a long time. Not the same joy Matthew was the epitome of, but there’s peace. Must be the 
talk with the old man. Didn't think Reinhardt had such power. But it’s obvious, I guess. They 
share similarities. Rejected. Scorned. Fighting demons. Might be a good thing soon. Or not. 

He smiles and nods at Matthew. A welcome home-type nod. 

Reinhardt, wheezing to himself, his grin trying to hide the deep pain so obviously 
radiating from his eyes, lifts his hands. Ayanda softly barks something, and the talkers go 
quiet. The Seaviews men, unfamiliar with the ways of the talkers, look around the table and 
follow suit. 

Reinhardt, the wheezing intensifying, waves a hand at Ayanda, sitting two seats away, 
with Phillip in the middle of them. 

Ayanda gives a wan smile and says, “Bella is held in a house in the middle of Edenglen.” 

He goes quiet, letting the information sink in around the table. 

“One of our men, a reliable man, whose name I shall not make known, has seen where 
they keep her. To get to her, you enter the main gate and follow the road all the way down 
until it comes to a cross. Then turn right, and right again. You'll be in a street with double 
plots on the left-hand side. Bella is in the house behind the fourth house from the corner, on 
the left.” 

“Excuse me, Mr. Mayor, how can we trust your source?” 

Phillip scowls at Dylan’s question, wishing him quiet. But he knows it’s a good question. 

“Dylan, is it?” asks the mayor quietly, his eyes fixing on the man’s freckled face. 

“Yes, sir.” 

Dylan fights back a knot in his throat. The intensity of the old man’s stare is tangible, 


even in the dark. 


“Dylan, my boy, if Ayanda says our man is reliable, you may know without a shadow of a 
doubt that he is.’ 

Dylan nods, fearing to say another word. The information is satisfactory. 

Matthew stares at Dylan. Something about the way Dylan asked the question bothers 
him. Why was he so quick to ask? Why would the talkers lie to us? They'd gain nothing from 
our destruction unless they wanted to take over our compound. That’s senseless. They have a 
better compound than us. Besides, if they want something, they don’t have to fight for it. 
They can simply take it. He lets the thought drift away and focuses on Ayanda again. 

“There are guards at the gate. Always. Usually only three. They have a lookout tower too, 
like you, but it’s higher.’ 

Ayanda smiles, knowing it makes the Seaviews men uncomfortable that he knows about 
their lookout tower. 

“The lookout tower is near the main gate. Always two men on guard at the top. 

“The main gate guards are alert. Abel does not deal kindly with the lazy. 

“We expect you'll find three men alert and ready for action. The best you can do is wait 
until dark. You need to be sure there’s an event going on at the arena. But those happen most 
nights. It’s a ritual with Abel; his religion.” 

Phillip brings a hand to his face and rubs the stubble on his chin. The gate guards could 
be a problem. The only way to deal with them would be to kill them swiftly. There will be no 
time for lingering battles. 

He throws his head towards Ayanda. 

“Can we not enter Edenglen from somewhere else?” 

“Not a good idea. The one thing Abel probably counts on is that you don’t come through 
the main gate. 

“Besides, there are boobytraps all around Edenglen. Believe it or not, we lost a good man 
in one of those.’ 

Phillip nods in understanding. 

“From what I can remember, the main gate is covered, correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“Can the tower guards see the main gate from the top?” 

Ayanda smiles. 

“They cannot. This is an important point, Phillip. This gives you an advantage. If you deal 
with the gate guards swiftly, the tower guards can easily be handled. With the gate guards, 


you'd need to work swiftly, but when it comes to the tower, you'll need to work carefully. 

“Provided there’s an event at the arena, much of your movement should be drowned out 
by the excessive sound. It’s always a spectacle, and Abel makes sure he cranks up the 
emotions. He’s like the Kenneth Copeland of depravity.” 

The men laugh at Ayanda’s joke. Even Reinhardt smiles and nods. 

Ayanda continues his talk. 

“Abel is a clever psychopath. He takes pleasure in hurting people. He takes pleasure in 
abusing zombies too. Everything about him is distorted. Don’t trust anything once you enter 
his gates. If it looks too good to be true, it probably is.’ 

Phillip nods at Ayanda’s words, grateful for the guidance. The intel is invaluable. They've 
never been inside Edenglen. Well, not after the outbreak. Strange to think that the place once 
designed to see people into eternity has not changed much in its goal, although the 
methodology has changed significantly. 

Phillip weaves his fingers together and rests his hands on the table. He closes his eyes, 
draws in deeply, and exhales slowly. How many of my men will die? Will I die? 

“How sure are you that Bella is still alive?” 

Reinhardt turns his head slowly to Phillip and smiles, his teeth flickering yellow in the 
candle flame. 

“We saw her not long ago. Of course, Abel could have killed her, but remember, this is 
part of his game. This is a calculated move to lure you in. He’s expecting you.” 

He wheezes, then coughs, and Phillip knows the old man won't be able to answer any 
more questions. 

What if this is all part of a trap? thinks Phillip. What if Abel has hired Reinhardt and his 
men as part of a bigger scheme to destroy not only the rescue crew but the Seaviews 
compound? 

He scrunches up his face, then relaxes, realising the men would be able to read the worry 
in his face, even in the dark. 

They have no choice. They must go on. There’s no need to go to Wynand’s house. They 
can head directly for Edenglen. The thought strikes at his heart. Of all the evil that’s befallen 
them so far, nothing will compare to what they'll face at Edenglen. The loss of Ryan and 
Micha, however bad it was, cannot compare to the sorrow they'll face at Edenglen. 

Matthew looks at Phillip. 

He’s worried, Matt. He’s thinking this might all be part of a trap. But he knows we have 


no choice. We must rescue Bella. Or die trying. We owe it to ourselves. I owe Bella my life. 
Once this mission is over, I’m throwing myself headlong into my compound. If Bella forms 
part of that future, good. If not, good. I will not fall into a pit of self-pity again. 

The words seem like something out of an AA self-help guide, something he’d have to 
recite at a meeting, but they’re good enough. It keeps Tony Chopra quiet, too. Seems the 
monstrous self-help guru has had enough of trying to persuade Matthew of certain things. Or 
perhaps he thinks he has succeeded and therefore finds no need to egg the audience on to 
clap and cheer. 

Phillip clears his throat and asks, “Ayanda, when you found us, you said Abel had a reason 
for taking Bella. What did you mean by that?” 

Ayanda replies, “Abel is an evil man. He takes pleasure in torturing people. We know this. 
But we also know that he’d not willingly risk a team of men for no reason. It’s not his style. 
It’s much easier to find strays, whether zombies or humans, to use for entertainment 
purposes. The mission he’d sent his men on would have been too much of a risk even for him. 
Abel cannot afford to make enemies for no reason. He rules with an iron hand, but fear is his 
steel of choice. If he takes too many risks, he risks losing his followers. The man might be a 
psychopath, but he has enough brains to reason soundly. 

“We came to the conclusion that the tyrant must have a reason for his decision. We don’t 
know what that reason is. You'll find out in time.” 

Ayanda waits a while, so Phillip and his men can take in his last words, before saying, “All 
right, that’s all we have, and I think it’s all you need. May God be with you on your mission.” 

He rises from his seat, moves behind Reinhardt, and waits for the old man to lift himself 
before he moves the old man’s chair back, taking one of Reinhardt’s arms and steadying him. 
Reinhardt rises from the table and lifts a commanding hand. The rest of the talkers lift 
themselves out of their seats. The Seaviews men do the same. 

A silence fills the room. The men file quietly out of the dark hall into a dark night. 
Reinhardt stays behind with Ayanda. 

Outside, the Seaviews men gather in a circle. Phillip makes sure his voice carries in order 
to not give the talkers the idea that they’re conspiring. 

“We stay the night. Get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow we rest. Move out at five in the 
evening.’ 

Inside the hall, Reinhardt shuffles to the door, Ayanda by his side, holding the old man by 
his arm. Reinhardt wheeze-whispers to Ayanda, “Will you be able to pull it off? It might be 


more difficult than you think.” 

Ayanda looks at Reinhardt, then turns his head towards where the men are gathered 
outside. He smiles, turns his head to Reinhardt again, and nods, saying, “We'll handle it, old 
man, we'll handle it.” 


The old man frowns, replying, “You better, young man, you better. Our future depends on 
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Sunday, 10 April, 2022 


Good morning 


ae gonna finish your bacon?” 


Ayanda’s leaning over, digging a fork into the sacred air space of Matthew’s plate. 

Matthew bites his bottom lip and mock stabs at Ayanda’s hand with his knife, causing 
Ayanda to laugh. 

The hideous exterior fades once the heart is revealed. These are fine folks, Matthew. 
There’s a reason you met them. Your little tantrum has turned out to be a blessing. He smiles 
to himself. It was his first good sleep in months. He feels rested, ready to rescue the woman of 
his dreams. 

Although slightly more muted, the community hall is abuzz with talkers, the Seaviews 
crew now fully at ease and mingling, enjoying a hearty breakfast, graciously put together by 
the fine Lifestyle Estate ladies, some of whom Matthew recognises from a pre-breakout life. 
One face he remembers from the post office, another from the Equinox shopping mall, and 
still another from Tasty Table. The blessed curse had rounded up a vast array of different 
people. 

There’s an air of gratitude around the Lifestyle Estate. The Seaviews men keep hearing it, 
like a mantra. As if Reinhardt has trained his people in the finer art of thankfulness. 

“We're grateful. We're content. Things could have been worse.” 

Their interactions with the talkers leave the Seaviews men with a pang of self-castigation. 
They have far more to be thankful for, yet discontentment can always be felt at Seaviews, like 


a fog that dimly hangs over a calm ocean. It’s always there. They have to make a concerted 


effort to fight off despair. These people live with despair in their bones. In their brains. It’s in 
their mirrors. Yet they’ve learned to live with grace and to face every day with gratitude. 
After breakfast, the Seaviews men spend the day with the Lifestyle people, some of them 
lazing about, others offering a hand by way of sharing engineering knowledge with some of 
Reinhardt’s subordinates, who gratefully accept the handy tips to enhance life at Lifestyle. 
The hour of leaving looms, and the men make the most of their last hours of normality 
spent with this abnormal breed of human. 


They’re grateful. 


The trek 


Phillip scans the men, counting in a whisper. 

Why’re you counting, Phillip? Worried one of your men was had for breakfast? Even after 
their hospitality, you're still sceptical? It’s habit, old boy. Won't ever stop distrusting people, 
will you? Everyone. No one. 

Mark nods towards Edenglen. 

“Look.” 

A thin sliver of grey smoke cracks a dark blue sky over Edenglen. The men turn their 
heads in that direction, then back to Ayanda and his crew, trying to not let what lies ahead 
rob their moment of gratitude for the kindness they've received over the last few hours. 

“Phillip, it’s been an honour and a pleasure. Thank you for staying with us. We trust our 
hospitality was sufficient.” 

The other talkers grin at Ayanda’s words, then bow in unison to their guests. 

Phillip feels a red tinge cross his cheeks. These people have no reason to be thankful. 
They've gone out of their way to be hospitable, and here they are humbling themselves before 
us. 

“Thanks, Ayanda. Your hospitality has been exceptional. We look forward to returning 
the kindness. We think you'll find the Seaviews compound a wonderful group of people. We'll 
send for you when Bella is safe. If we succeed, God willing, you'd have played a crucial part in 
our success. We'd need to celebrate.’ 

And once we've convinced our people that the beauty behind your hideous exterior is 
better than the ugliness behind our external beauty. Phillip doesn’t say this out loud, but he 
knows it'll take preparing the Seaviews people before they invite the talkers over. 


Phillip returns the bow of respect, and the other Seaviews men awkwardly follow suit. 


Ayanda and his men burst out laughing. 

“Time to go. We'll open the gate for you. Had a man out earlier. Says the coast is clear. 
You saw the smoke. Abel’s having a party tonight. Starting early, it seems. Probably expecting 
guests.” 

“We saw it,” says Phillip, and turns his head towards the dark line of smoke, now more 
difficult to see with the sun quickly disappearing towards Cape Town. 

“It’s a good night for a rescue, Phillip. May God grant you success. We wish we could join 
you, but it’s not our fight.” 

Phillip tilts his head and half-smiles at Ayanda. He doesn’t understand their politics or 
their morals, but he respects their choice. He can do nothing else. 

Ayanda turns to his men, points at one of them, and flicks a thumb towards the gate. The 
man runs to the gate, opens the lock, and slides open the massive door as if it’s made of 
Styrofoam. When the gate is open, he bows his head, lifts it, grins at Phillip and his men, and 
waves his arm at them to exit. 

Phillip takes the lead, followed by Mark, Stefan, Lunga, Jaco, Dylan, and the rest. 
Matthew waits for the men to all be through and turns to Ayanda. 

“Tell the old man I look forward to seeing him again.” 

Ayanda smiles, closes his eyes, and bows. He knows the two men will not see each other 
on this side of death again. The question is, who will be waiting for whom on the other side? 
He keeps this to himself. 

When Matthew exits, the gate slides closed, and Ayanda and his men stand statue-like 
until their guests are out of view. 

Once the men are clear of the stacked cars in front of Lifestyle Estate, Phillip tells his men 
to form a circle, as is their habit. 

“From here on out, total silence.” 

He purses his lips, glances around, and locks eyes with Matthew—an unnecessary 
warning, he knows. Something happened between Matthew and Reinhardt, and it seems to 
have been enough to rip Matthew from his loathsome pity party. 

“We'll head into Jakaranda, down Seetuin, into AD Keet, left into China Berry, right into 
Caffra, and into Wonderboom. From there, we approach the main gate. Might have to crawl 
the last bit. Not sure what the lay of the land is if someone’s out scouting. 

“Stay close to the border. Keep an eye out for boobytraps. 


“You guys remember the parking lot in front of the Edenglen gate?” 


The men nod. 

“We'll work it on the inside, as close to the building as possible.” 

The men nod again. 

“Lunga, you, Mark, and I will silence the gate guards. If there are two, Lunga and I should 
be able to handle them alone. If there are three, Mark, you'll know what to do. 

Mark and Lunga nod at Phillip, the intensity of their task already ripping at their adrenal 
glands. They clench their jaws and switch their minds to war mode. For Mark, with his 
special forces background, the task won't be much different than fighting on the border. 
Lunga’s inner Zulu warrior can hear the far-off stampeding of fellow Impi warriors, ready to 
charge the enemy. 

“This might be the last time you have an opportunity to say something. If you wanna say 
something, make it good. Death will come for some of us, maybe all of us. Make sure you're 
ready for the crossover. When it comes, face it with courage. I won't have anyone dying on 
my watch; do so in a cowardly fashion.” 

A sadness crosses Phillip’s face as he gazes silently at the men in his circle—all of them, 
bar none—a man Phillip is proud to call a friend, even the difficult ones. His tenure at the 
Seaviews compound had thus far not been a long one, but each man’s face conjures a memory 
worth tackling in the future to ensure many years of more camaraderie, more memories, and 
more iron-sharpening iron. Phillip swallows the thought of inevitably losing more men like 
sour wine in his throat. 

The battles Phillip had in Oyster Bay were different. He was alone. In Oyster Bay, most 
people knew he was the erstwhile soap opera star seeking solitude and left him be. This 
suited him fine. In fact, when the outbreak hit, it made things easier for him. Killing your 
neighbour who'd turned into a flesh-eating monster was hard enough; killing a close 
neighbour was near impossible for most people. Phillip, who had no close neighbours, did 
what had to be done, and although it saddened him to some degree, there were no serious 
bonds broken. 

It’s different with the security crew. These men are his family. Of necessity, Phillip had 
dug in heels at the Seaviews compound and made family, not just friends. Losing one of these 
men was a serious commitment. 

“Camo yourselves.” 

Phillip keeps his commands terse, keeping the sentiment crawling into his heart at bay. 


The men open their backpacks, remove containers with dark face paint, and smear their 


faces until only white eyes can be seen dimly sparkling with life in the twilight. Lunga, not 
bothering to administer camouflage paint to his already dark face, smiles at the white men, 
who are now not only brothers at heart but also in skin colour. 

Phillip, happy that his men seem invisible to death, nods contentedly, turns, throws a go 
signal, and starts marching into the night, the other men falling in beside and behind him, 
forming their double line formation. 

At every intersection, Phillip lifts a fist to call the men to a stop. He scrunches his eyes 
and cups a hand to his ear. When he hears something, he stays put for a few minutes before 
giving the go-ahead to move. From Jakaranda, they can hear faint sounds, as if they’re 
walking towards a large carnival. But this is no carnival. What happens at Edenglen surpasses 
in evil even what the Romans did at the height of their boredom. The sound intensifies. 
Shouts. Screams. Calls for mercy. Calls for more. 

They sneak their way uninterrupted through Seetuin, then AD Keet, then China Berry. 
From here, they turn into Caffra. The Edenglen skyline is lit with a yellow shimmer, the 
sliver of smoke from earlier having turned into a column, now rising into the sky like a 
skyscraper. 

The air is filled with a sticky lust for blood, a desire granted inside the Edenglen arena, no 
doubt. The men feel death clutching at their shoulders, breathing into their backs. Phillip 
looks around intently, his mouth pouted and his clenched jaw and thin eyes silently 
screaming for them to keep it together. 

Matthew smiles in the dark and runs his fingers through his hair. The lack of rum would 
have had him in a screaming fit by now. The calmness that has descended upon him in 
Reinhardt’s office and still rules his spirit is starting to worry him. Is he being overconfident? 
Has his heart turned callous, and he’s mistaking it for confidence, as humans are wont to do? 
It’s too late for a psychological analysis now, Matty. Keep your focus. Whatever this is, it’s 
good for you, and it’s good for the team. Might not last, but while it’s like this, capitalise. 
There’s a woman to save, even if she’s not yours anymore. Be the hero she’d want you to be, 
even if she’s not the prize. 

Tony Chopra has left the building, the studio now empty, a bored audience not 
entertained by the soundness of Matthew’s mind. 


Wonderboom lies ahead. Death too. 


The gate 


The dim yellow glow from the massive inferno creates just enough light for the men to make 
out Phillip’s gross motor movements. They've come to a stop behind a burned-out Suzuki 
Jimny, near the corner of Caffra and Wonderboom, not far from the Edenglen entrance. 

Phillip removes his backpack and places it in the long grass on an overgrown lawn in 
front of a house, the windows and doors of which had long ago been removed. The other 
men do the same. Although the dissonance from the arena is enough to drown out most 
sounds, the men take pains to be quiet. 

This is it, Phillip, old boy. This is your time to shine. This is where the pawpaw strikes the 
fan. Will you be left with some of it on your face, or will you be quick enough to duck? And 
leave some of it flying into the faces of your men? Not gonna happen, old boy. You take the 
heat. Death is part of life, and damn you if you turn into a coward now. Man up, head in, get 
the girl, get out, and live happily ever after. Or die. Either way, the Seaviews compound wins. 
Take it on the chin like a man. One for humanity, boy. 

The men place their backpacks next to Phillip’s. They’re not trying to conceal them. It’s as 
if they’re certain they won't be back for them; as if this is the last stretch in their journey, and 
home lies ahead, their backpacks becoming gifts to scavengers; their lives offerings to angry 
gods. An attempt to appease someone; maybe bring to an end this post-modern madness. 

Phillip taps Mark on the right shoulder a few times in a specific sequence, transferring to 
him a message in a coded language, one he’d developed with the men during their recon 
training. Like a shorthand Morse code. Mark turns to Stefan and does the same. The message 
is tapped from shoulder to shoulder and reaches Matthew, like a game of telephone. The men 
know what’s next. 

Phillip takes a crouching position and stalks towards Wonderboom, knowing the men are 
following. A dim light emanates from the gate office, but the light hardly reaches the adjacent 
car park. In the darkness, the men pad slowly to the other side of Wonderboom and come to 
rest at the brick wall that forms part of Edenglen’s enclosure, most of which is composed of 
poles and wire. 

Phillip taps on Mark’s right shoulder again. Mark moves to where Lunga is, and Lunga 
stalks to a position behind Phillip, with Mark taking his position behind Lunga. In a 
crouching position, he stalks towards where the wall makes a 90-degree bend to the right. 
This is where the small car park begins and stretches to the office. 

When Phillip reaches the corner, he flattens his back against the wall, then goes down on 


one knee and turns his head to peer around the corner. Across the parking lot, he spots two 


men lounging against a wall next to the guard office. A cigarette dangles from one man’s 
mouth, and the other’s head is resting against the wall, his eyes closed. Both of them have 
semi-automatic weapons hanging over their bellies from their necks with straps. From the 
darkness beyond the gate, to the right, another man approaches. He stops at the man with the 
cigarette and says something. The man with the cigarette removes a packet of smokes from 
his top pocket, shakes out a cigarette, and offers it to the third man, who takes it from him, 
puts it in his mouth, and leans forward for the other man to light it. 

When his cigarette is lit, he sucks on it deeply, then exhales before he walks past both and 
steps into the office. 

Phillip stalks back to the men. He leans into Lunga’s ear and whispers something. Lunga 
turns to Mark and repeats the message. 

Lunga swallows, closes his eyes, and takes a deep breath. The time has come. This may 
very well be the last hour of his life. He must make the Zulus proud. 

Phillip moves along the wall, with Lunga and Mark following close behind. When they 
reach the corner, they slowly bend down, go onto their stomachs, and crawl along the wall to 
the building the wall runs into, their eyes trained on the guards whose line of vision includes 
the wall they’re moving against. Once there, they follow along the wall of the building. Mark 
is wearing a bandana, but Lunga has to keep wiping the sweat from his face. He places a hand 
behind his back. The assegaai is still there. 

At the corner where the wall meets the building, Phillip stops. Mark and Lunga welcome 
the break. When Phillip is sure the guards still can’t see them, he starts crawling up towards 
them, painstakingly slow. 

The spectacle at the arena is still going full throttle. If it should come to an end now, 
Phillip and his men are in trouble. They won't be seen, but they'll probably not be able to be 
quiet enough to go undetected for too long. Their slightest move might raise the guards’ 
hackles. Knowing Abel’s men, they'd empty their weapons into the dark recklessly if they had 
an inkling of trouble. 

Phillip signals to Lunga, and the two slowly come to their knees. Lunga moves to take his 
position next to Phillip. Phillip reaches behind his back and pulls at his crossbow. When he 
has it firmly in hand in front of him, he reaches for an arrow. 

He places the arrow into the crossbow, then cranks the handle slowly until the weapon is 
cocked. Lunga reaches back and removes the assegaai from his back, then hoists it above his 


head like a javelin thrower, jabbing the air with it, a war cry forming in his head. 


They need headshots. They cannot afford for these men to scream. They must be silenced 
immediately. 

The guards haven’t moved yet. When the smoker finishes his cigarette, he flicks it into the 
parking lot. For a second, Phillip thinks the man has spotted them, but then he takes the 
packet of cigarettes from his pocket, lights another one, and starts sucking deeply on it. 

Phillip turns his head towards Lunga and nods. Lunga stands up, his assegaai still dancing 
backwards and forwards in his hand. Mark gets to a standing position but keeps low to the 
ground. Phillip steadies himself, retargets, and gently squeezes the trigger of his crossbow. 
The moment the arrow leaves the crossbow, Lunga swings his arm back and thrusts forward, 
releasing the wild dog to destroy its target. 

When Lunga’s arm swings forward, Mark starts running at full pace towards the guard 
office door. If the arrows fail to meet their targets, he’s doomed. But he runs with all his 
might, ready to meet the consequences—ready to meet death. In the few seconds it takes him 
to reach the wall of the office, the faces of his daughter and wife flood his mind. 

The arrow hits the smoker in his throat, causing the man to thrust both hands to his neck, 
the surprise in his eyes drowned by the blackness of death overtaking him. The other man 
hardly has time to open his eyes at the strange sound when the assegaai penetrates his right 
eye. Mark reaches the office door a few moments after the assegaai strikes, then flattens 
himself against the wall on the other side of the door from where the two guards are lying, 
twitching and gurgling to death. 

The third guard, alerted by strange sounds, comes striding out the door, a frown on his 
face. When his left foot touches the ground on the outside of the door, he falls to the ground, 
blood oozing from the gaping wound made by Mark’s knife. Mark quickly drags his kill into 
the office. A leopard claiming its kill. Phillip and Lunga jog across, and each one takes one of 
the other bodies by the feet and drags them into the office, following Mark. 

The three men grab each other in a huddle. The adrenaline won't allow them to move just 
yet. They breathe heavily, steadying themselves, happy at their success but also surprised. 
Had one of the weapons missed its mark, it would have made their job far more difficult. 
They could tackle their next objective, dealing with the lookout tower guards, knowing no 
alarm was raised. 

Phillip closes the door to the office. There won't be anyone else coming this way. 

“Excellent!” he exclaims softly. “Lunga, phenomenal throw. Mark, fantastic work. 


“Let’s head for the tower. 


“Mark, I'll lead. Follow closely behind. When I get to the top, I'll check their positions, 
then crawl onto the platform. You do the same, but go in the opposite direction. 

“Lunga, you go back to the men. They'll be happy to see you. Tell them we'll be inside 
soon.” 

Phillip places his hand on the shoulder of each of his comrades. A smile creases his face as 
he looks from one to the other. They have spirit. They have heart. Bold as lions. But even 
lions die. Would they live through this challenge? They plan on finding out. 

Mark and Lunga nod at each other. Even though this might be the last time the two 
friends see each other alive, neither of them is taking for granted what the other meant to 
him. 

Phillip reaches down and rips his arrow from the body. He wipes it on the dead man’s 
shirt, then slides it back into his quiver. Mark opens the door and sticks out his head, first 
right, then left. The coast is clear, so he stalks out of the office, Lunga and Phillip behind him. 


Their next task will require discipline and focus. 


The tower 


Phillip takes the lead. He bends his body low and jogs towards the lookout tower. The guards 
can’t see them, not this close to the structure. The two men gather at the bottom of the 
ladder. Phillip looks at the metal structure, then places a hand on it to check its sturdiness. If 
the ladder wobbles too much, it might cause the tower to tremble, which would alert the 
guards. The ladder seems sturdy, but Phillip is cautious, so he gently places both hands on the 
uprights before placing his right foot on the lowest rung. He warns Mark to climb one rung 
at a time and to keep from tugging at the ladder. Mark nods in agreement. Phillip places his 
left foot on the same rung his right foot is resting on. Then he puts his right foot on the next 
rung, followed by his left foot. He keeps his eyes fixed on the top of the ladder, where it meets 
the platform, hoping one of the guards doesn’t look down the ladder, which would mean the 
certain deaths of both Phillip and Mark and possibly the rest of the crew. And Bella? Possibly 
Bella too. 

Halfway up, Phillip slowly turns his body to position himself to see if Mark’s following. 
Mark is on his heels. Good, thinks Phillip. I didn’t even notice him climbing. 

The top of the tower is pitch dark. Phillip takes a deep breath, then cocks his head to 
listen for any sounds. Talking. Anything. The noise coming from the arena makes it hard to 


hear anything above him, but he’s relatively certain there’s no sound from the tower. Maybe 


they’re sleeping. Phillip places his hands as far up the ladder as he can, then climbs two rungs, 
his body bending as he climbs. When he has enough upward leverage, he slowly sticks his 
head through the door, the darkness veiling his camouflaged face. He turns his head to scan 
the platform. Four legs. One pair in the far corner, one close to him. Both are facing away, 
unaware of the predators lurking close by. 

Phillip crawls down the ladder a few steps, then turns to Mark. He gives the thumbs up, 
then crawls back up, this time checking again. The men haven’t moved. The man nearest him 
is a metre away. He lifts himself up slowly, then drops his lower body onto the platform. He 
crawls to the platform’s wall, turns around to face the man, and goes up on one knee, keeping 
an eye on the one in the corner too, ready to pounce. They’re not moving. Must be boring not 
to be part of the wholesale slaughter at the arena. 

A head pops into view at the platform’s door, the white of two eyes peering at Phillip. 
Mark lifts himself onto the platform, goes down on his stomach, and crawls to where Phillip 
is, the four legs not far from him, still not moving. When he reaches Phillip, he takes the same 
position, next to Phillip. Two lions ready to surprise their unsuspecting quarry. 

Phillip points to the man farthest away from him and signals Mark to take him. Phillip 
sets his sights on the man closest to him. Mark slowly removes his knife from its sheath, 
holds it in a hammer grip, and stalks to the farthest man, keeping low to the floor. Phillip 
stands up, removes his knife, and holds it in his right hand with a reverse grip, ready to lunge 
into the man’s head. 

Mark can make out the outline of his target. A few more steps, and he’s there. Phillip is a 
metre away from his target when he hears a thud. His target instinctively turns at the noise, 
and his eyes fall squarely on Phillip’s. The man lifts his AK47 to his hip to fire into the threat, 
but before he can pull the trigger, Phillip is on him, his towering body engulfing the man. 

The other man turns too, and in doing so, spots Mark. He seems to have more sense than 
his comrade. Instead of opting for his AK, he pulls a 9mm from his side and slings his arm 
wildly towards Mark. By the time his arm is level, Mark is already below the man, his back 
towards the man. In a single slick movement, he grabs the man’s pistol arm, twists it over his 
shoulder until he hears a crunching sound, then slams his knife-wielding hand backwards 
into the man’s neck. A gurgle emanates from the man. Mark rolls forward, carrying the 
weight of his victim over, causing him to fall to the platform. Once the man is on his back, 
Mark stabs the knife into his right eye. Satisfied that the man is dead, he removes the pistol 


from the man’s hand and sticks it into his belt. 


Phillip’s battle with the short man is turning into a drawn-out brawl. The man is 
surprisingly strong. By the time Mark reaches the two, the man had straddled Phillip, who 
was lying on the floor, fighting two arms hell-bent on sticking Phillip’s own knife into his 
face. Mark stabs the man in the neck, and the man bends backwards from the pain, exposing 
the front of his neck. Mark slides the knife across the man’s neck, creating a gaping wound 
from where blood spills onto Phillip. 

Mark pulls the body off of Phillip. Phillip’s knife, a moment ago a deadly weapon firm in 
the hands of a determined enemy, falls to the platform. He checks the body for any weapons 
but finds none. Satisfied that the man is dead, he sticks out a hand to Phillip to help him up. 
When Phillip is up, he bends down and breathes heavily. The stench of death had never come 
this close at the hands of a human. He does not wipe his face. The blood would have to form 
part of the camouflage. 

Phillip bends down and picks up his knife from the platform. He wipes it on his pants and 
sheaths it. How many times has this knife killed men? Real, living men? Phillip chooses not to 
ponder the topic. There’s work to be done. 

Phillip and Mark take their positions on the side of the platform facing the arena. The 
platform is not high enough for them to see everything, but across the roofs of the compound 
houses, they see the arena. On this side of the arena stands a tower-like structure made from 
wood. It’s Abel’s tower. His auditorium. On the opposite side of the arena, not visible since 
the auditorium is in the way, is the source of light. The Edenglen crew had lit a magnificent 
bonfire that was feeding on the darkness. In the light of the colossal flames, they see a 
screaming horde of faces, men and women, hungry with desire for blood. Occasionally, 
someone straggles into Phillip and Mark’s line of sight. In one instance, a man falls into their 
view with a zombie on top of him. The scream can be heard above the blood-curdling roar of 
the crowd. 

“That part there,” says Phillip to Mark, pointing towards the tower structure, “that’s 
where Abel sits. That’s the Ima Cavea; the auditorium.” 

Mark squints and nods. 

Phillip wonders if Abel has his own clan of vestal virgins sitting in the auditorium. Not 
likely. Abel’s men are ferocious sex beasts. If Bella had not been violated yet, it would be fora 
reason known only to Abel. The only thing Abel’s men fear more than a lack of outlet for 
their lust is being killed by their own people. If somehow, by God’s grace, Bella had not been 


violated, it would be under strict orders from Abel. A man who dares to disobey would not 


see the light of the next day as a man. 

“You think he’s there?” asks Mark. 

“There’s no place else for the emperor when the festivities are on. He’s there. Even if he’s 
expecting us, he'll still be there.” 

Mark nods again. 

“Next move?” 

Phillip turns, as if to make sure the two bodies are still there. He flicks his head around, 
his eyes darting into the sky, as if looking for a sign from above. Nothing comes. 

“We head back to the men, and we go rescue Bella. Now. We don’t want to be here 
tomorrow morning.” 

Mark nods, a satisfied smirk forming on his face. 

Phillip turns and steps towards the door. When he reaches it, he turns around, bends 
down, and descends the ladder. Mark follows. When the men reach the ground, they look 
around to see if anyone else is around. Not a soul. Not even a semi-soul. 

Something nags at Phillip as they walk to where the men are waiting. It’s too easy. Then 
he remembers that this is probably part of Abel’s plan. A trap. And they have no choice but to 
willingly step into it. They cannot leave without Bella. If they do, Abel wins. Evil wins. He 
closes his eyes and lets out a sigh. Abel is clever. Whatever game he’s playing, he’s got the 
upper hand. 

Phillip and Mark reach the men where they’re waiting in the dark—a troop of warriors 
with no leader, waiting for a command. 

Faces light up with relief when they see Phillip and Mark turn the corner, unshackled and 
unharmed. 

Phillip puts a hand on Mark and Lunga’s shoulders and pulls them in. 

“Huddle,” he says, and the men form a band of black faces. Phillip, knowing that there’s 
no threat close by anymore, is more comfortable speaking, albeit in a low voice. 

The men will need him to be courageous now to encourage them to enter a place where 


they may never return. 


The house 


Phillip keeps his voice low but doesn’t whisper. Somehow the din from the arena makes even 
the communication at this distance a difficult situation. 


“Coast is clear. We're going in. Seems everyone’s at the circus. Saw some of the action. 


Living nightmare. We need to get Bella and get back.” 

Stern faces nod at Phillip’s words, creases of worry furrowed into brows. 

“Keep against the walls at all times. Stay close to the houses. Keep your eyes peeled. 

“Everyone good?” 

Phillip lifts his eyebrows and scans the group of men, the darkness hiding most of their 
faces, not revealing the terror some of them carry under their skin. 

Phillip, not waiting for a reply, nods, turns, and starts along the wall, avoiding the car 
park, which could expose them, even in low light. He picks up pace, jogging towards the 
entrance gate. The men follow close behind. When he reaches the gate, he stops and scans the 
area again. satisfied that the coast is clear, he turns to his men and waves at them to follow. 
He moves to the wall of the first house on the right, and his jog turns into a slow walk, his 
eyes peeled for trouble. 

The men stalk past the lookout tower and head down the road, towards the t-junction 
Ayanda had told them about. 

A trap, thinks Matthew, turning his head in all directions as he follows from behind. 

This is too easy. It’s a trap. 

He jogs past the men to catch up with Phillip and, while walking alongside his leader, 
whispers, “Phillip, something’s not right.” 

“I know, Matthew. I can sense it too. It’s too easy. But what choice do we have? Would 
you like to see Bella rescued, or would you prefer to bail out?” 

The words sting, but he understands why Phillip says them. It’s not as if he’d been a 
beacon of trustworthiness for the last few months. His dive into the bottle was his way of 
bailing out. The cowardly way to deal with the emotions that chopped him up every waking 
moment. 

He comes to a standstill and stands upright, the rest of the crew filing past him. He turns 
his head to look at the faces. Cattle led down a ramp to a slaughtering facility, and they all 
know it. They smell the trap. Dylan’s eyes are large, and a tenseness is bleeding from him 
more than from the others. Matthew falls in behind the men. 

When they get to the last house on the road, before the t-junction, Phillip raises his arm, 
stabs a fist into the air, and the men come to a stop. He sneaks around the corner of the 
house. Nothing. The street’s empty. Anxiety gnaws at the edge of his brain. He fights it back. 
We must go on. We cannot turn back. Something’s wrong, Phillip. Why are there not more 


guards out? You know this is wrong. I know, old boy, and there’s nothing you can do about it 


but to step into the snare. 

The men move into the next road, keeping as close to the walls of the row of houses as 
possible, moving over long grass and weeds, around broken pots and kitsch garden gnomes, 
fallen to their sides, still smiling. 

At the next corner, where they’re supposed to go right again, Phillip once again sticks a 
fist in the air, and the men stop. He sneaks around the corner. The road is empty. Four houses 
on, that’s where they'll find Bella, in the house behind the main one against the road. 

The men sneak into the road and jog across to the left-hand side, where they continue 
their journey to the fourth house. Hearts are pumping, hands ready for battle. 

Matthew falls back, comes to a stop, and turns around, scanning the dark. He looks ahead 
to the driveway of the house, where the men are supposed to turn in. 

What’s waiting for us there? Bella, are you there? Are you safe? Are you alive? My Bella, I 
deserted you many times. Never again. From now on, it'll be different. I promise. 

Matthew’s throat is throbbing, the tension unbearable to his soothed heart. Will she 
ignore him like she’s been doing for the last few months? Will her joy at seeing her rescuers 
be muted at the sight of him? He doesn’t care. He’s past worrying about what others think of 
him—even her. He must do the right thing, even if there’s no reward for it. 

The men reach the fourth house. In front of the house, like with all the other houses, an 
unkempt lawn forms a mini-jungle of tangled weeds and grass. On the right-hand side of the 
house is a driveway that leads to the house at the back. When Phillip reaches the corner of the 
house where the driveway starts, he once again gives the signal for the men to stop. He peeks 
around the corner. No guards. Nothing. What if they've moved her? There’s only one way to 
find out. 

The frustration of knowingly sending his men to their deaths clamps Phillip’s heart, 
beating it to a pulp with a hammer, but they know, just like he knows, that there is only one 
choice, and that is to move forward. They cannot go back now, even if the house had a 
sprawling banner welcoming the Seaviews crew to their deaths. 

Phillip remains as close to the front house as possible, scouting the area, before moving 
down the driveway to the house in the rear, where Bella is supposedly held. He reaches the 
house at the back, then slowly walks around it, his knife tightly welded in his hand in a 
hammer grip, ready to stab at anything that might pop out of the darkness. 

The house seems empty. Broken sashes hang from frames in dire need of a coat of paint. 


Glass panes are shattered, giving the place a haunted feel. The doors are intact, though. Not 


just intact. They're constructed from fortified steel, as if Abel had earmarked this house for a 
special purpose and was trying to keep people out. But why the broken windows, then? 
Nothing makes sense tonight, thinks Phillip. He checks all the windows, peering into the 
house where possible. All the inside doors are either open or gone. Only one room’s windows 
are intact. The sashes are made from steel, and the panes from sheet metal. This must be 
where she’s held. 

He jogs back to the men and nods. In his mind, he thinks, I might as well shout, Okay, 
men, step this way to be slaughtered wholesale! The absurdity of the moment exasperates 
him, but he goes ahead as if their mission is as normal as starting your day with a nutritious 
breakfast. 

The men move cautiously down the driveway. Once at the house, Phillip calls Mark and 
Stefan to him and points to a window near where the men are standing. 

“We enter through this window. It’s the bathroom. The inside door is open. There’s a 
room whose windows are blocked up, like the doors. She must be in there. 

“Only three of us go in. The rest stay here.” 

Mark turns to the men to relay the message, but there’s no need. They heard Phillip. 

“The rest of you, space yourselves around the house and stand guard.” 

The men disperse to their positions. Phillip sticks his head through the bathroom 
window and turns his head. The only sound he hears is that of the screaming and howling at 
the arena. The house is quiet. Perhaps Bella is sleeping. Must be exhausted by this ordeal. He 
clambers through the window head first, using his hands to prevent him from falling on the 
broken tiled floor next to where a toilet sits, filled to the top with human faeces. He puts a 
hand to his mouth to keep from throwing up, but the stench gets the better of him, and he 
wretches into the toilet. When he’s composed, he nods to Mark to enter. Mark lifts his upper 
body over the window apron and Phillip helps him in. Once he’s in, the two assist Stefan with 
his entrance. 

Phillip moves to the inside door of the bathroom, stands with his back to the door, and 
peeks into the passage. The door to the room with the closed-off windows is two metres to 
the right, but they first need to check the lounge and kitchen area. He stalks into the passage, 
heading in the opposite direction of where the door is. The passage opens into a small lounge, 
with a kitchen to the right. It’s quiet. When he’s satisfied that there’s no one there, he steps 
back to the bathroom door and motions for the men to follow him to the door. 


He removes a tiny flashlight from his pocket and shines it on the door. It’s made from 


solid wood and has a pad-bolt lock. It'll take some time, but removing the lock won't be 
difficult. How much time do we have, thinks Phillip? How do we determine that? What if 
Bella is suffocating from something? What if the men tripped an alarm and Abel and his men 
were on their way? 

“Let’s ram it,” he whispers to his companions. 

Mark stares at Phillip, noticing the wild eyes driven by a tired brain frantically searching 
for normality in a place where hedonistic abnormality is the norm. 

“We can’t, Phillip,” says Mark, “no run-up space.” 

Phillip slams his hand against the wall, frustration leaping from him. 

“Calm down. We'll figure something out,’ says Mark and stares into Phillip’s wild, big 
eyes. 

Stefan looks from Phillip to Mark, sensing the rising tension. 

“Mark, what about that tool of yours?” asks Stefan. 

Mark doesn’t reply. He keeps his eyes on Phillip and removes a multi-tool from his 
pocket. 

Phillip keeps staring at Mark, his eyes large, seeing his own madness in Mark’s glare. 

Mark goes down on one knee, calmly commanding Phillip, “train your light on the lock. 
Please.” 

Phillip flicks the torchlight towards where the lock hangs like an impenetrable force from 
a thick metal bar. Mark opens a long thin tool, jabs it into the lock and wiggles it. Then he 
pulls it back slightly, wiggles again and stabs it as deep as it can go. He works the tool, 
listening intently for a specific sound. 

Stefan places a hand on Phillip’s shoulder. When Phillip jerks his head in fright, Stefan 
squeezes lightly and smiles reassuringly. 

“Phillip, light, please,” Mark says with a tinge of irritation in his voice. 

Phillip flicks the light back onto the lock. 

Mark wiggles his tool and the men hear a loud click as the lock springs open. 

Phillip draws a deep breath, his mind trying to return from the frazzled fog it 
disappeared into. 

“We can do this two ways. We can open the door slowly, or make a quick move. There’s 
no point in doing it slowly. This is a trap. This is planned. We're not supposed to find her.” 

Stefan and Mark stand speechless at Phillip’s words, but they know he’s right. They know 


this is a trap. It’s too late. They've known for a while, and yet always the marching orders 


stand: move forward, for there is no going back. Find the damsel in distress, for this is how 
the story goes. Bring her back. Save her, because if you don’t, Phillip, the future of a normal 
humanity is looking grim. 

Mark and Stefan take their positions, backs against the wall, one on either side of the 
door. 

Phillip spreads his legs, then places a hand on the bolt. In one swift movement, he flicks 
open the bolt, pushes down the door handle, and flings open the door, pushing back with his 
front leg and diving to the side to avoid the hail of bullets he’s expecting. 

It’s quiet. Stefan steps away from the wall and into the room, slowly putting one foot in 
front of the other. On one side of the room is a cupboard, the doors still intact. In the middle 
of the room is a chair. Stefan moves towards the chair, removes his pocket LED, and flicks it 
on. Sitting in the chair is an old, raggedy doll holding a piece of paper. 

“Phillip, Mark, look.” 

When Phillip and Mark enter the room, Stefan is standing with his torch, lighting a piece 
of paper, a few words scrawled on the paper by a rough hand. 

Stefan clears his throat, then says, “It reads, She was my daughter.’ 

The men exchange glances. Reinhardt’s words haunt them. Abel might be a psychopath, 
but there’s always a reason for his actions. 

But who is the note referring to? Bella? Bella can’t be his daughter. Did Jack lie to them? 
Does Jack even know if Bella is really his daughter? What was he hiding from them? Why 
make such a spectacle of stealing back his own daughter? 

A raucous sound from outside rip the men from their thoughts. 

They’re here. 

Phillip drops a swear word, letting out a deep breath. They’ve been outsmarted. Abel has 
set the trap well enough for them to not only fall into it but also entangle themselves so badly 
that escape is impossible. 

Does Reinhardt know Abel’s reason for taking Bella? Is he part of this diabolical game? 

Mark swears and runs his hands over his short grey hair. Stefan heads for the door. 
Phillip and Mark follow. 

They were right, and they knew all along they’d be right, and they'd never in their lives 
wished more to be wrong than now. But it would not be so. The trapper had come across his 


prey, now stuck firmly in the snare, and he was lifting his knife to bring down a death blow. 


The capture 


“Come out!” 

The voice is anxious and jittery. 

“Or we'll start killing your men!” 

The monotonous, robotic scream emanating from the megaphone at the front of the 
house sounds like a warning to a ship to change course or meet its sure demise on a bank of 
rocks. 

But this is not a warning signal. This is a siren call, and even though the sailors knew this, 
they sailed straight for it, willingly. 

Phillip, the captain of this ship, knew they'd sink. It was just a matter of time before it 
happened. They didn’t know how far they’d make it onto the bank before the inevitable 
would happen, but it seems Phillip has found the point of no return—the place where the 
ship would finally go down, swallowed by a sea of deathly evil. 

The three men make their way into the bathroom. Once there, Phillip shouts back, “We’re 
coming.” His voice fades, defeated. “Don’t do anything. We're on our way out.” 

Phillip steps towards the window and looks through it to see his men rounded up, 
bundled together like cattle, surrounded by a horde of half-naked men with faces painted in 
red and black patterns. Phillip remembers the book he first read at school, which was still one 
of his favourites: The Lord of the Flies. These were grown men, but they were driven by the 
same lusts that drove the boys on the island. Lust for blood. Lust for power. A lust for 
destroying make-believe enemies conjured from minds twisted by circumstances. Many of 
these men might have been ordinary family men before the outbreak. Not so any longer. 
They had found an outlet for their secret hearts in the form of a man who gives them the 
power to live out their darkest phantasies. 

“Climb out and put up your hands,’ he commands Phillip. 

Phillip nods, then awkwardly puts his right leg over the bottom of the window, straddles 
the apron, and uses his arms to dismount onto the ground. Once he’s clear of the window, he 
puts up his hands and steps away from the window. Mark and Stefan follow suit. 

Matthew is standing to one side, with two painted faces standing on each side. Why is he 
singled out? The thought hardly enters Phillip’s mind before the guard on the left plants his 
club with such force into Matthew’s stomach that Matthew doubles over and falls forward. 

From the shadows behind the men comes an imposing figure with long white hair 


flowing into a turquoise robe. He drops the hand holding the megaphone when he sees 


Phillip, a smirk forming on his face. He runs his tongue over wet lips, eyes glittering in the 
dim glow of torches, a famished dog hearing the dinner call of his owner. 

The hand holding the megaphone hangs limply by his side, with the other hand doing the 
same. He’s standing relaxed, like a colourful boxer who had just defeated his opponent and 
was standing and gloating over him. 

“Hello, Phillip,” he exclaims in a jovial voice. “I’ve been expecting you, as you no doubt 
found out.” 

While the man talks, the painted faces tie the Seaviews men with nylon rope, forming a 
close-knit daisy chain. One man grabs Dylan by the shoulders and leads him into the 
darkness. 

“My name is Abel. The pure one; the one who offered an acceptable offering to your 
God.” 

Abel’s scorching blue eyes light up as he introduces himself. Then he bursts out laughing. 
He wipes his face, as if to wipe away the cackle. When he removes his hand, his thin lips are 
pursed in anger. 

“Yet, instead of being accepted by your God, I was rejected. Like Cain.” 

He spits out the last sentence and draws the word Cain, using it as a crutch for his voice. 

“Sin is crouching at the door, and you should master over it. That not what God said to 
Cain? Although, personally, I think John Steinbeck’s handling of the subject superior to 
Moses’ handling of it. But you wouldn’t know that, Phillip. You don’t seem like the reading 
type.’ 

Phillip, a defeated smile on his face, drops his head and murmurs, “Timshel.” 

Abel raises his eyebrows and turns his head in mock wonder. 

“Oooooohhh. We have a scholar among us! Men, a round of applause at the professor’s 
depth of knowledge!” 

Abel waves a hand at Phillip, and his men start clapping and yelping. 

The cacophonic clapping soon gains a cadence. The painted faces stop shouting and 
yelling, their faces taut, their eyes fixed on Phillip. The clapping intensifies, like the beat of an 
African drum before a battle, before Abel shouts, “Silence,” and the men stop. 

Two painted faces move towards Phillip, Mark, and Stefan, tie them up, herd them 
towards the rest of the Seaviews crew, and add them to the daisy chain. 

“Ozzie!” barks Abel, and the painted face to the left of Matthew looks at his master. “Our 


guest doesn’t look happy. Make him more comfortable.” 


Matthew, crawling on the ground, feels the toe end of a hard shoe connecting his 
abdomen. The pain causes him to spurt out a cry of anguish. He breaks out into a wheezing 
cough. 

Phillip, forgetting that he’s tied up, starts forward, but one of the painted faces steps 
towards him and jabs Phillip with a straight right, knocking stars into his eyes. 

Abel smiles at Phillip, his eyes trained on the tall man. With a grin, he calls Ozzie again. 

“Ozzie, tut tut, I said, make the man comfortable.” 

A dark shade crosses Abel’s face, and he storms towards where Matthew is lying, 
writhing in pain. 

When he reaches Matthew, he cocks his head, goes down on his haunches, pulls a knife 
from his turquoise tunic, and jabs it into Matthew’s ribs. Matthew moans in pain and grabs at 
the wound, staring at the Seaviews men, a look of anguish bleeding from his eyes. His stare is 
met by a group of broken men who can do nothing but drop their heads in defeat. 

Abel whispers to Matthew, “Jack didn’t tell you, did he? Why you're here? Why all of them 
are here? No, he didn’t. He’s too calculating for that, the old dog. Clever man. Willing to 
sacrifice one for the sake of many.’ 

Abel stabs a finger towards the Seaviews men, looks their way, looks back to Matthew, 
and smiles before rising and turning to his men. 

He stretches out his arms to his sides, as if welcoming old friends, as if readying himself 
for a speech. 

“There we go. That should give our special guest something to think about,” says Abel and 
grimaces. 

Matthew’s mind races to his past, unable to find the offence against a man he knows only 
by reputation. What did he do to earn this treatment? Perhaps Abel simply chose a man at 
random. No, it can’t be. When Abel’s men arrived tonight, they knew exactly who he was. 
They searched him out, as if he were an intimate friend they'd not seen in years and were glad 
to reconnect with. 

The pain is excruciating, thumping his side. He tries to touch it, but contact makes him 
flinch. A strange thing, this: one part of his body rejecting another of the same body. 

Abel strides away into the darkness, the tunic giving him the appearance of floating, 
commanding his men to follow. 

“Bring our guests. The party’s about to really kick off. We wouldn’t want to disappoint 
the Edenglen wretches.” 


One of the painted faces, holding the end of a rope woven through the Seaviews men, 
jerks at the rope, an impatient dog owner wrenching at a leash, while other painted faces kick 
and stab the Seaviews crew into motion. 

The painted face named Ozzie grabs hold of Matthew and jerks him from the ground. 
His companion stabs a finger into Matthew’s fresh wound, causing him to convulse with 
pain, nausea welling up in his chest. The two men drag Matthew to his feet and wait for the 
other men to get going before falling in. The mass of men makes their way through the 
streets of Edenglen, heading for the arena. 

Phillip tries to glance back at Matthew, but the moment he turns his head, a fist connects 
with his cheek, causing him to wince with pain. 

Why are they abusing him like this? Does this have something to do with the message 
they found inside the house? It’s a single line. It means nothing to him, yet he knows this 
whole carnival of chaos hinges on that single phrase. His child. Who was his child? Does 
anybody else know? Where’s Dylan? They’ve taken Dylan away separately. Does Dylan know 


something? 


The arena 


A roar of shouting, laughing, and heckling fills the air when the painted faces drag the 
Seaviews men into the arena. Seaviews crew members, Matthew excluded, are forced to sit 
against the corrugated wall on the inside of the arena as special guests of honour, for whom 
the show was crafted. 

Abel awaits the men, standing in the middle of the arena like an emperor, arms 
outstretched, palms upwards, soaking up the jeering energy. 

The couple of men dragging a bedraggled Matthew come in last and drop him in the dirt 
by Abel’s feet, before both turn and jog towards where the rest of the Edenglen hoodlums are 
standing to one side, ready to offer assistance or resistance, whatever any given moment 
requires. Matthew groans, locking his hands to his side, which does nothing to keep the pain 
from hammering his ribs. 

Abel, his arms still raised high, palms upwards, glances at Matthew lying in the dirt in 
front of him. He flicks his hands around and drops his arms, motioning for the crowd to go 
quiet, before bending down, grabbing Matthew by the shoulders, and yanking him up. He 
puts an arm around the stumbling young man’s waist before whispering into his ear, “Don’t 


be such a dullard. This party is for you. These people have been waiting for you. You're the 


VIP for the night. You can’t disappoint your guests like this, Matthew.” 

Abel slams his left fist into Matthew’s stomach, and Matthew doubles over. Abel catches 
him and pulls him up again. 

“No need to bow. You're the VIP, remember? We should bow to you.” 

Abel launches a fist into Matthew’s left eye and removes his arm around Matthew. 
Matthew staggers back and tumbles to the ground on his back, stars forming in his sight. His 
left eye starts swelling, stealing half of his already blurry vision from him. 

Abel steps towards Matthew and kicks him in the ribs where he’d punctured Matthew’s 
body earlier. Then he raises his hands, a matador seeking praise from the crowd. The crowd 
unleashes their bloodlust with howls and yelps, egging Abel on to deliver more punishment. 

Abel waves his hands again to quiet the crowd. When one unruly man refuses to calm 
down, Abel gestures to a painted face, who deftly walks to the man and stabs a knife into his 
stomach, which makes the man cringe and fall to the ground, the final chapter of his life 
written in the dirt of a compound he probably would never have dreamed he’d feel at home 
in. 

The rest of the crowd heeds the warning, and a quiet rushes through them. Abel clears his 
throat and says, “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight is the night we've all been waiting for. We 
have a special group of people here. And among them, an exceptionally special VIP guest. 
Let’s give a round of applause for Matthew!” 

The crowd, nervous at the death of one of their own, starts clapping and cheering, eyes 
on their master, who suddenly lifts his hand to quiet them, chopping off their clapping. 

“Ladies and gentleman, I am proud to be the master of ceremonies for such a welcoming 
crowd. I knew you would not disappoint in giving these men a warm welcome, especially our 
guest of honour.’ 

Abel strides around the body, writhing in pain in the dirt in front of him, placing his 
hands on his sides and throwing glances at the man in the dirt before turning to the crowd, a 
self-help guru ready to address a crowd of people hanging on his lips. 

“But what exactly did our guest of honour do to earn the accolades now bestowed upon 
him? Well, it’s a long story, and if you'd like to hear it, I'll gladly share the details. Would you 
like to hear it, good people of Edenglen?!?” 

The crowd erupts into a loud roar, giving their approval for Abel’s story time. They know 
that doing otherwise would raise the ire of their overlord and lead to more deaths. 


Abel lifts a hand to quiet the crowd again while slowly making his way to Matthew’s 


other side, where he launches a kick into his ribs. A crack confirms that his aim and power 
are true. Matthew’s body jerks, and he curls up into a ball, his vision a blurred festival of Holi. 

Abel licks his lips, relishing the moment. 

“We have here a man named Matthew. Matthew is a surfer, ladies and gentlemen. He used 
to be, in any case, before he discovered that good old friend many of us hold so dear. The one 
called rum.” 

The crowd laughs at Abel’s joke. He quiets them and continues the story, all the while 
circling Matthew like a hyena waiting for its prey to die. 

“So much does Matthew love surfing that, even after the outbreak, and with the strict 
rules I’m sure his compound leader imposed on his people about leaving the compound, he 
considered it a vital activity. So vital that he made a devious little plan to sneak out of the 
Seaviews compound on a regular basis to satisfy his lust for saltwater.” 

Matthew’s mind tumbles to the body on the table—the little body, the bite wound in the 
neck oozing blood, the stab wound that had brought the monster to a stop. It wasn’t his fault. 
It was a mistake. She wasn’t supposed to have followed. How could she have known? How did 
anyone else find out about this? Jack said he didn’t tell anybody. Did he arrange this meeting 
with Abel? Would he be so devious as to put his best men’s lives at risk just to pacify the 
bloodlust of a psychopathic tyrant? 

“Now, how could surfing be anything but an innocuous sport, right? Even good for you. 
Our guest of honour must have told himself this every time he crawled through that secret 
space in the wall of his compound, headed for the beach where he’d stored his surfboard, and 
entered the water for a rejuvenating session in the green room. What a wonderful way to 
ensure you remain alive and well! Nothing like a surf session to get the muscles working and 
the brain cleared.” 

Abel spits out the last part of the sentence and lands a hard kick between Matthew’s 
shoulder blades, causing Matthew to roll onto his back. This time Matthew lifts his hands to 
his head, covering up as if expecting a blow. Nothing comes, except the story Matthew knows 
the end of. 

Matthew starts whimpering, “It was an accident. How was I to know she’d follow? I didn’t 
see her. I always checked to make sure nobody followed.” 

But what did it matter? What was she to Abel? Why did it matter to Abel whether this 
little girl lived or died? 


Abel’s blue eyes flame up. He scrunches up his face in disgust, grabs Matthew by both 


shoulders, lifts his upper body from the ground, and spits through gritted teeth, “You bastard 
child. You selfish son of a street whore.’ 

He launches into a choir of names for Matthew, saliva dripping from his mouth onto 
Matthew’s face, contempt oozing from his dead soul. 

Abel takes a deep breath, steadies himself, and rights himself up. 

The Seaviews men stare in disbelief at the drama unfolding before them. Perhaps they'll 
learn the reason for Matthew’s dramatic downward spiral tonight. Perhaps this drama sheds 
light on why he started circling out of control and could never correct his path again. The 
crowd keeps deathly silent, gripped by the eloquent delivery from their demonic chieftain. 

“Where was I? Oh, yes, our adventurous VIP got into the habit of enjoying an evening 
session as often as he could. He knew his compound’s rescue teams’ schedules by heart. So for 
him to find the perfect time to sneak out was easy. He would never be caught. His act of self- 
preservation would never even come to anyone’s attention. 

“But then he decided to take it a step further. He thought, Why not take someone along? 
Why not share this gift of freedom with someone with a heart yearning for the big outdoors? 
Would it be Bella? No. Bella would not approve of her knight in shining armour slipping out 
at strange hours for an innocent surf. She’d not appreciate the gift. 

“Someone else, however, fit the bill perfectly. She was young, looked up to Matthew, and 
hung onto every word that slithered from the mouth of his venomous tongue. So he took a 
little girl who knew no better.’ 

Abel’s words trail off. A brokenness enters his voice, tears forming in his eyes. He steels 
himself, resolve flooding his black heart, then rages on with his story, his voice shaking with 
fury. 

“He takes a little girl with him. Why, you may ask. Why would this upstanding young 
inhabitant of a respectable post-apocalyptic place of safety—he emphasises the last word— 
take a little girl outside of that safe zone? Is it possible that we have a sexual predator on our 
hands?” 

He treads a circle of steps away from Matthew, takes a runup, and launches his right boot 
into Matthew’s side. Matthew rolls over again, but the energy to block is draining from him. 
He simply lies on his side, teeth clenched, focused on his breathing, willing the pain into his 
head, a familiar place. A place he knows how to deal with. He hears the accusation, but he 
makes no effort to defend himself. 


Abel switches from a furious monster to a light-hearted circus entertainer, a smile on his 


face. He lifts his arms and turns around, a victory turn, his face animated with feeling at the 
story he relishes relaying. 

Phillip drops his head. The Seaviews crew members exchange glances of disbelief. Surely 
she could not have been his daughter? How is this possible? How could such a sweet little girl 
have been the offspring of pure evil? And why would Matthew do such a thing? Does Jack 
know? 

Phillip turns his head towards the auditorium. He sees a familiar face, but his head, 
battling the barrage of information pouring from Abel’s mouth, struggles to process the 
image. 

Abel bows his head, clenches his hands together in a prayer-like formation, and brings 
them up to his chin. He gives a dramatic turn, then says, “Ladies and gentlemen, lest I forget. 
Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to 
whom fear; honour to whom honour. 

“I'd be remiss if I didn’t give honour to the victory we, as the true disciples of the new 
world, enjoy tonight. Without help from this individual, this magnificent party would not 
have been possible.” 

Abel lifts his head and throws an arm towards the auditorium, pointing at one of the 


chairs. The Seaviews men seethe at the betrayal. 


The exposition 


Phillip curses under his breath. The vague outline of the kidnapping starts getting colour. He 
knew it was impossible for it to have happened without intelligence from their side. Now it 
makes sense where the betrayal came from. But why? Why would he do this? What did he 
stand to gain from it? Money? 

The other Seaviews men curse out loud when they see the face. 

Dylan has taken a seat on a throne in the auditorium, his face sombre. Next to him sits a 
striking blonde lady wearing a golden robe. Even from a distance, though it’s hard for the 
men to see detail, it’s obvious she’s a spectacular beauty. 

Abel cocks his head and starts clapping slowly, turning, and nodding at the crowd to join 
him. At the applause, Dylan glances at the woman sitting next to him, pushes himself up from 
the chair, and lifts an arm, saluting the crowd, who start roaring their approval, clapping, and 
banging on the metal stands. Abel allows it to continue for a minute, then calls towards the 


auditorium. 


“Bully, come down here and receive the honour due you as the rightful next ruler of the 
Edenglen clan.” 

The blonde woman with the straight nose, full lips, and icy blue eyes locks eyes with 
Dylan, nods, and smiles. 

Dylan steps off the bone throne and disappears into a door at the back of the auditorium 
before emerging from the side of the hideous structure into the arena. 

He’s wearing a tunic similar to Abel’s but of an emerald green colour. When he reaches 
Abel, Abel embraces him, lifts Dylan’s right arm in the air, then roars, “Ladies and gentlemen, 
my son, Bully, and your next leader!” 

The crowd erupts into shouts and clapping. Dylan lifts his arm to quiet the commotion, 
the motion that only has the effect of turning up the crowd’s raucous outburst a notch higher. 

Abel, irate at the level of reverence his son is receiving, starts shaking his arms up and 
down, screaming at the people to quieten down, saliva dripping from his mouth. Silence 
flows through the crowd at their leader’s tantrum. 

Dylan frowns, turns towards his father, and drops his head, a son ashamed at having 
shamed his father, the man he revered. 

Abel clamps his jaw, his nostrils flaring with anger. He lifts his head, the leader of a troop 
of baboons feeling challenged by a newcomer, and says, “Of course, let’s not forget that he 
could have moved quicker.’ A sarcastic twang edges into his voice. 

“Let’s not forget that my son, the folly of youth still bound up in his heart, did not always 
follow orders.” 

Abel smirks at his own words. Memories of a young Dylan refusing to do as he’s told 
enter his mind. 

“My dearest firstborn sometimes has a selective hearing problem. Don't you, Bully, my 
boy?” 

With the last sentence, he steps towards Dylan and places a hand firmly on his neck, 
pinching hard into his trapezius muscle. Dylan, his head still down, flinches at the pain but 
dares not move. 

“Yes, father. You're right, and I’m sorry. I wasn’t always obedient. I can only hope to do 
better in the future.” 

Abel drops his head at an angle and smiles, his hand still squeezing. 

“That’s okay, my boy,’ he says, his voice dropping low so the crowd can’t hear. “Your 


magnanimous father is always ready to forgive. Let’s not let a little family tiff ruin the night.” 


Abel steps away from Dylan, throws his arms into the air, looks up, starts laughing, and 
shouts, “Let the games begin!” 

Two painted faces run to Matthew. One grabs hold of his arms, the other his legs. They 
move him to the edge of the arena, where they drop him next to the Seaviews men. Matthew 
keeps his head low, his lips in the soil, but one of the painted faces grips Matthew by the head 
and lifts it, whispering into his ear, “Enjoy the show,’ with a giggle, before he runs off to join 
his team. 

Through blurred vision, Matthew sees two large corrugated metal doors slide open from 
below the auditorium. When the doors are fully open, Matthew squints to try and make out 
what the room beyond holds. 

His eyes dimly take stock of the offering. Surely not even Abel is this wicked? 


The turning 


Behind the door, a painted face awaits his turn to make a grand entrance, with two children 
in front of him. A frightened little girl wearing a light green dress starts bawling when she 
sees the crowd. A boy, even smaller than the girl, stares wide-eyed at the arena, his body 
shaking at the scene, piss trickling down his leg, but no tears form in his eyes. 

The painted face forces the two children forward, and the three slowly make their way to 
the middle of the arena. The two doors close the moment the children and their escort are 
clear. 

When they reach the middle of the arena, the painted face grabs both children by their 
shoulders and stops. Then he bends down and whispers something into their ears before 
jogging off to join his friends at the far end of the arena. 

Matthew scrunches his better eye to try and see what’s going on. Through a hazy blur, he 
sees two little bodies transfixed in the centre of the arena. He moans and spits out a blob of 
blood into the soil. What is Abel up to with these children? Why would he put kids at risk? 
What kind of sick games does this man play? 

Abel joins the children in the middle and claps his hands together. Then he places a hand 
on each one’s shoulder. 

“Dearest friends, family, I have relayed the tragic story of the death of a dear little girl. 
That story contained most of the elements of a good tale: drama, a villain, and a damsel in 
distress. 


“But every great story has a hero. Tonight, we shall do what does not often happen in a 


story. We shall give the villain the opportunity to become a hero.” 

Abel throws his hands into the air, and the crowd cheers. He brings his arms down again, 
and they fall silent, like an evil orchestra conductor. 

The two children glance up at the man clasping their shoulders, not daring to move. 

“Let’s see if our guest of honour has what it takes to become a hero. Let’s see if he repents 
of his wicked ways and turns for times of refreshing to pour down from heaven. And may his 
God have mercy on these children if he doesn’t.” 

Abel removes his hands from the children, turns, and slowly makes his way to the 
auditorium. He disappears into the side entrance and reappears inside the auditorium, taking 
his seat next to a dejected Dylan. The crowd keeps quiet, desperately waiting for the next act 
in the play. 

The two large corrugated metal gates open again. 

Matthew hears a familiar voice. It carries the sweet tones of the love he was familiar with 
not too long ago. A giggle follows. A giggle that used to make his body twinge with delight. 

He throws his muddled head towards the doors and moans, “Bella.” 

He tries to get up from the ground, pushing with his right arm. The pain drags him back 
into the dirt. 

Beyond the doors, Matthew can make out the blurred outline of a tiny figure with light 
brown hair. It’s his Bella, and she’s calling his name. 

“Matthew, my love, are you coming?” 

“Bella, I’m coming.” 

The Seaviews men shout at Matthew, but Matthew’s mind drowns out all other voices 
but the soothing voice of the one who had for so long been the love of his life. 

Matthew wants to listen to them, but the sweet voice drowns out reason, leaving him 
swamped in a melancholy state of longing that drives his senses insane. 

“Matthew, I miss you.” 

“Bella, I’m coming, my sweetheart. I’m here. I’m so sorry for having deserted you.’ 

He mumbles the words, his head falling forward, a cheek touching the dirt, before he lifts 
his head again. He focuses his energy, places a hand on the soil beneath his head, and slowly 
pushes his body up, pain searing through every muscle and bone. When he’s resting on his 
arm, he brings one leg towards his upper body and pushes on his arm until he’s sitting in a 
crouched position. 


Matthew can hear the far-off echo of men screaming at him. They sound frantic. Gotta 


focus, Matt. Here’s your chance to prove your love, to show her you're sorry for deserting 
her, and to fix things. To hell with Jack. You can deal with him later. 

“I’m here, Bella.” 

The figure turns around and calls Matthew’s name again. But when it turns, it spots the 
two children standing in the middle of the arena. Its animal instinct tells it that the two 
children make easier prey than what it sees to the side of the arena. It grunts and snarls 
before it tugs at the wig on top of its head. The wig, sewn into place, doesn’t move. Then it 
starts shuffling towards the kids. 

Matthew calls again, but this time there’s no answer. 

“Bella, don’t give up on me. I’m so sorry I deserted you. So sorry.’ 

He pushes two hands to the ground and slowly gets up into a standing position, his head 
spinning and his legs weak beneath him. 

He bends over and wretches, but nothing comes out, not even old rum. He lifts his body 
and shakes his head to clear the cloud, peeking through one eye at his beloved Bella, now 
moving towards the children. 

He glances at the two small, blurry figures standing not far from where he’s managed to 
lift himself out of the dirt, then at the figure slowly advancing towards the kids. He calls her, 
the name swirling over his tongue like fine wine. 

Again, no answer. 

Sanity slowly creeps into his skull. He looks at the children. The figure is moving faster 
now, the scent of prey guiding it towards an easy source of food. 

Matthew stumbles backwards, falls back against the metal wall, nearly collapses, but 
rights himself up again. 

He stumbles forward, hands outstretched in front of him, steadying himself, falling 
towards where the kids are standing, the realisation of what’s happening finally sinking in. 
He waves at the children to move towards him, but they stand like statues, frozen with fear. 
The little girl turns around and sees the hideous figure approaching them. She starts crying. 
The monster comes to a stop for a few seconds, but then proceeds its journey towards the 
hapless victims. 

Matthew tumbles to the arena floor, his head hitting the ground, his face once again in 
the dirt, and the story of Samson flashing through his head. He murmurs, “O Lord God, 
remember me; I pray! Strengthen me, I pray, just this once.” 


He pushes up from the ground, kicks both feet in under him as if he’s taking off on a 


wave, then stumbles towards the children again. The monster reaches the children, stretches 
out its arms, opens its mouth, and lunges. Matthew crashes into it, sending both of them 
falling to the ground, Matthew on top. The monster grips Matthew’s head with both hands 
and plunges its head into Matthew’s neck, ripping off chunks of Matthew’s flesh like a lion 
tearing into a freshly killed buck. 

Matthew screams with pain but does not move from his position on top of the faker. Pain 
clobbers his head. He forces an elbow between him and the zombie, pressing into the 
zombie’s neck. With his other hand, he forces a finger first into the right eye of the monster, 
then the left, leaving the zombie biting and fighting blind. 

Matthew, his elbow still dug into the monster’s head, reaches into his pocket and removes 
a knife. He flicks it open, lifts himself as high as possible without removing his elbow from 
the thing’s neck, and plunges it into the monster’s forehead. The monster grunts a few times, 
twitches, and then goes still. 

Matthew rolls off the zombie. A strange sensation ripples through his body. His blurry 
vision goes dark. He hears that familiar voice again. This time, it’s filled with agony. A figure 
enters his vision along with the voice, crying with anguish. He lifts a hand, but it drops to the 
ground again. The figure stoops down, then falls onto him, tears falling from sad eyes onto 
his face. 

The voice begs him to stay. Pleads with Matthew to remain. 

A smile edges into the corner of Matthew’s mouth. 

“Bella,” he whispers, exhaustion and confusion taking over, one open eye darting around 
to make sense of the blackness. He twitches. A new mind starts forming inside his head, 
swallowing all sense. 

He fights it with everything he has. 

“Bella.” 

He smiles. 

“Bella. I love you,” he manages to whisper, “my Bella.” 

He lifts a hand to her face, and she takes it with both hers, pressing it against her cheek 
and gently kissing the blood-stained knuckles. 

His voice trails off with the words, “my Bella, with man it is impossible, but with God-” 

A grunt forms in his throat. Bella is dragged screaming from him by two blurry figures, 
who tie her hands behind her back and throw her to the dirt. Cognition slips from Matthew’s 


body. When he stands up, he no longer seeks anything but flesh and blood. 


The crowd is riveted by the events. Never has anything this dramatic taken place in the 
arena. A silence hangs in the air like thick smoke. 

The Seaviews men stare in disbelief at the monster drifting in the middle of the arena. 

What should they make of it? Were Abel’s words true? Was Matthew a monster all along? 
A predator who took advantage of a young girl? Is what’s standing before them now simply 
the true reflection of what had been in Matthew’s heart all along? 

Phillip drops his head. Can it be that he was so wrong about someone? Had sentiment 


clouded his judgement? 


Unexpected saviour 


The Seaviews men stare at the thing that a minute ago was Matthew, now standing there 
snorting the air like a hungry wild dog sniffing for prey. The pain from the knife wound and 
the kicks seem like distant memories to it. 

Abel sits on his throne, a wide smile spread on his face, as if he’s been watching a fine 
opera. The blonde next to Abel is leaning over to him, her experienced fingers running gently 
through his hair, heightening Abel’s sense of pleasure. An emperor being pampered while 
enjoying a bloody show. 

Abel leans in towards the blonde, not removing his eyes from the arena, and says, 
“Sandra, my dear, in your short time on this planet, have you ever seen such a spectacular 
show? You were an avid traveller, not so? Surely even West End did not produce such 
brilliance?” 

The emperor smiles at his empress, and she returns a confident grin, not bearing teeth, 
lest Abel should be aroused. She knows this is a critical stage in the evening. The man does 
not need much encouragement to drag her off to his house like a Neanderthal. 

Dylan, sitting on the other side of the blonde, drops his head and starts whimpering. The 
smile melts off Abel’s face, and he turns a scolding look at Dylan, then looks at Sandra. 

“The hell’s the matter with you? What you sniffling for, you sorry little snot nose? Is this 
the behaviour of a future king?” 

Abel pushes himself up from his throne, steps over to Dylan, pulls back his right arm, and 
lands a backhand on the boy’s ear. Sandra winces at the blow but says nothing, fearing the 
same wrath might descend upon her, knowing Dylan’s about to be humiliated again. “For 
your own good, my boy,” he'll say. “To make a man of you.” 


A fury rises in Dylan. Years of neglect, rejection, and disdain churn inside his chest, boil 


up, and bubble into his heart. He jumps off his chair and pushes Abel aside, balling his hands 
into fists. Abel lands on his back, a look of surprise crossing his face. He pushes himself up, 
anger coursing through his mind, but before he can take his desired action, which would 
include his fists, Dylan strides out of the auditorium. 

“Where the hell do you think you're going?” 

Abel, confused by his son’s gumption, turns to Sandra, the anger rising red in his 
powdery white cheeks. Her eyes grow large. She pushes back into her chair, hoping the 
monster in front of her doesn’t take out his frustration on her. 

Dylan doesn’t answer. Just keeps moving. Out the auditorium. He cannot fix what he’s 
done, and God knows he’s done much damage, but he can stop the chaos from continuing. 

Bella lies bound next to the Seaviews men, her crying soaking up the soil. Dylan looks her 
way but continues his course towards the centre of the arena. 

The tears coarsen down his face by the time Dylan reaches Matthew, where he stops a 
few metres away. The monster has been activated. There is no more Matthew, but Dylan 
speaks as if Matthew can hear him. 

“Matthew, he whimpers. I’m so sorry I allowed this. I’m so sorry. I just wanted to make 
him happy.” 

A hand grabs Dylan by the shoulder and pulls back, flinging him to the ground. Abel 
launches himself into a straddle onto his son, then rains down a barrage of fists into his son’s 
face. Dylan doesn’t try to protect himself. Abel stops, a cry of surprise leaving his lips. Then 
another. This time his face scrunches up with pain before his eyes go wide and his mouth 
drops open. 

Abel falls forward onto his son. Dylan removes the blade from his father’s side. Abel’s 
breathing intensifies into rapid little breaths. Dylan pulls his dad’s head close to him and 
whispers, “It wasn’t Matthew, father.” 

Abel’s eyes grow large, a fiery hatred seeping from him. In his final moments, he attempts 
to lift his arm, his hand balled into a fist, his knuckles white. Violence is kept back by death 
keeping watch at the door. He breathes one last breath and goes limp, his hand falling down 
into the dirt. 

A fresh wave of tears floods Dylan’s eyes. 

He pushes Abel’s body off of him and wipes a hand over his face, blood and snot soaking 
his fingers. He pushes himself up from the ground, moves towards Matthew, plunges the 


blade into his forehead, and pushes the monster back so it falls to the ground. Dylan lets go of 


the blade, but when Matthew falls to the ground, whatever life was in his body, now gone. 
Dylan steps towards the body and pulls the blade from his head. 

He takes a deep breath, then starts towards the Seaviews men, determination set in his 
step. 

“What the hell is happening here?” murmurs Phillip, a look of distress etched into his 
face. 

Has Dylan been pushed over the edge? Will he avenge himself on everyone? A chapter out 
of the John Wick series? A man who will not rest until every single enemy, good or bad, has 
been put to rest? 

When Dylan reaches the Seaviews men, he stutters, “I cannot undo what I’ve done, and I 
don’t expect your forgiveness. But accept this final gift.” 

He bends down and starts slashing at the ropes binding the men. 

One by one, the Seaviews men pull free, turning their hands and rubbing their wrists. 
Phillip jumps up and steps towards Bella. He bends down, cuts her ropes, and helps her up. 

The painted faces, at first not sure if this is part of the show, look to their leader, a body 
wrapped in a bright blue jacket, a red blotch tainting it. It dawns on them that him lying in 
the dirt, dead, is probably not part of the script. A deadly panic breaks out among them, and 
they advance on the Seaviews men, weapons drawn, ready to avenge their master. 

Dylan draws a sword from below his tunic, widens his stance, and points it towards the 
gang of furious demons. In the grand scheme of things, his defence is useless, but the gesture 
is not lost on Phillip and his men, who see his act of penance and gladly accept it. 

Keeping an eye on the storming horde, he turns his head and shouts, “Run! Get out and 
don’t look back!” 

The command sounds like something straight out of the Old Testament, and Phillip and 
his men would gladly obey, except there’s a bloodlust hanging thick in the air. The Seaviews 
crew is outnumbered, but Phillip made a promise. 

In the chaos surrounding them, Dylan’s eyes search for Bella, and finding her, he yells 
something to her. 

When she yells back for him to repeat his words, he ends his message with, “Do you 
understand?” 

The confusion on her face when she hears what he’s shouting at her proves that she’s 
heard. There’s no time to explain himself. It’s the best a man who’s done a great wrong can do 


to redeem himself, if that’s even possible, he thinks. 


He’s the enemy, Bella. Can you trust anything he says? 

The weight of Matthew’s sacrificial death crushes her. Her legs buckle under the 
pressure. She falls down on the dirt and shuffles her body back against the corrugated wall, 
where she draws two legs up and buries her face into her knees. 

Bella, he just turned on his own father, killing the man. What more proof do you need 
that his words are true? Why would he lie to you? It’s true. It is. Believe it! Oh, Matthew, my 
Matthew, you suffered greatly, and all for nothing. We will not have our happily ever after, 
and there was no reasonable reason for it. 

Phillip, trying to find some semblance of focus in the mess unfolding around him, 
considers his options. Flashbacks of Oyster Bay days flicker in his head. The chaos of the first 
few hours of facing things who, what seemed a moment ago, were friends. 

There are no friends here, Phillip. You're fighting, old boy, tooth and nail. You will do 
everything in your power to get her back to safety. And if you don’t make it, make sure she 


does. 


A death 


The first painted face goes down in agony, the sword entering his belly and exiting his back. 
The second painted face joins his friend, the sword sweeping through his torso, cutting open 
his stomach, his entrails gushing out. By the third painted face, Dylan is exhausted. 

The panga enters his stomach. The bearer, his teeth clenched in fury, pushes back, 
causing Dylan to stumble to the ground. The owner of the panga plunges the panga through 
until he’s certain he’s struck soil. 

Dylan gasps for air, his head flailing around. A man grabs the painted face with one hand 
and throws him off Dylan, his other hand grabbing hold of the panga. It’s Phillip. He stabs the 
next painted face in the throat, grabs his panga while the man goes down, and flings it to 
Mark, standing next to him. 

The arena erupts into chaos. Spectators flood the floor, the hunger for destruction 
reaching crescendo. There will be blood, and plenty of it. Their leader had been struck down, 
and the next in command had betrayed them. The reasons weren’t important, though. Any 
reason would suffice, as long as the people can slake their thirst for blood on the Seaviews 
crew. On anyone. 

Throngs of people jumble over the corrugated walls of the arena from all directions, a 


cacophony of trampling, screaming, gouging, slapping, swinging, and booting, the likes of 


which would make a Millwall Bushwacker look like a pansy. 

Phillip and his men keep their cool, battling the waves of incoming painted faces, but 
exhaustion is setting in. A rogue panga strike sweeps in and strikes Mark in the neck, slicing 
his flesh and severing a carotid artery. His hand shoots up to his neck instinctively. He looks 
up to Phillip, too busy to pay attention to the death of his friend, when another stroke lands 
across his face, felling him to the ground, where he lies staring into the dark, a smile forming 
as his spirit departs. 

Phillip sees Mark go down. He stabs at the man who brought the first blow to his friend’s 
head, but it’s too late. Phillip’s stab, for all its effectiveness and for all its power, is 
meaningless for bringing back the man who’d gladly given up the leadership of the security 
team to follow Phillip. 

The anger welling up in Phillip gives him another jolt of energy, but how long can you 
keep it up, old boy? They outnumber you by... By a lot. Too many. 

He swings his panga, parrying an incoming blow that glances off his arm, leaving a long 
gash and causing pain to surge through his arm, when he spots a strange movement in the 


corner of his eye. 


Salvation comes 


A series of cries emanate from the back of the crowd, now hell-bent on destroying Phillip and 
his men. Stefan, standing next to Phillip, energy flooding out of him like a tap turned open 
full, looks with tired eyes towards where the cries come from. 

What Philip and Stefan see seems surreal, like something out of a horror comedy movie. 

At the back of the mad crowd, a head flies into the sky like a rugby ball. Then another. 
Bodies fall, followed by screeches of pain where vocal cords still work. 

A strange force is making its way towards where Phillip and his men are being dominated 
by the painted faces. 

Stefan shouts, “It’s Ayanda! It’s the talkers,’ and points to where the heads are flying. 
Calling lepers at this moment would be the vilest thing they could do. These men were their 
comrades and, in many ways, their heroes. 

The battle between Phillip and his men and the painted faces comes to an abrupt halt. 

Everyone except those members of the crowd too drunk or too occupied with their lust 
for blood gazes in astonishment at Ayanda and his warriors moving like shadows, leaving 


behind corpses wherever they’ve been. 


The painted faces panic and turn their attention from Phillip and his men to the talkers, 
now a mere few metres away. They take an offensive stance, and one of them shouts a 
command. He’s the first to fall. It’s not two minutes before all the painted faces form a 
colourful landscape of bodies, none alive. 

Ayanda moves towards Phillip and Stefan, turns towards the crowd, now stunned with 
silence, and sticks the point of his panga against the neck of a man standing nearby, a few 
minutes ago ready to tear into the Seaviews men, now standing quietly, shivering with fear. 

Ayanda does not introduce himself. Everyone knows who he is and that the team he leads 
has the power to lay waste to the entire Edenglen compound. And after a split second 
assessment, it’s clear that not one of the Edenglen inhabitants is willing to die for their cause. 

Ayanda, his eyes fixed on the man he'd singled out for distilling widespread fear, spits at 
the crowd, “Go home and live another day. Stay, and meet your Maker alongside your 
leaders.’ 

Arms hang limply by the sides. Mouths don’t move. Eyes are transfixed by the dominant 
force standing before them. One person turns and shuffles out of the arena. Another follows 
suit. All the Edenglen dwellers quietly shuffle out of the arena, obedient children receiving a 
tongue-lashing from an angry principal, meekly heading for their classrooms. 

As the crowd disappears, Ayanda shouts after them, “You will bury these men of yours 
tomorrow! Understand?” 

The last few men in the crowd turn their lowered heads and nod in agreement. 

When the arena is empty, Lunga makes his way to where the two children who had 
formed part of the play are sitting in the dust, bends down, and introduces himself with a 
friendly tone, telling them that they’re safe and have no need to worry ever again, that he will 
personally look after them, and that from now on, they’d always have a home. The tears keep 
flowing from them, but they nod in agreement. Lunga is not sure whether they're too afraid 
to do anything else or whether they’re happy to hear the news. 

Ayanda turns to Phillip and grins. 

“I thought this wasn’t your battle,” says Phillip, who gives a wan smile. 

Ayanda replies, “What can I say? The old man took a liking to Matthew and sent us after 
you.” 

“Matthew’s dead.” 

Ayanda’s countenance turns serious, his voice taking on a solemn tone. 


“I know. And what a good death it was. He proved himself. Redemption found him.” 


“You saw it happen?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why didn’t you help?” 

“Phillip, it is not our place to play God. God does a fine job of handling things.” 

“But you eventually jumped in. You must have thought God needed your help.” 

“No, but you did.” 

A grin forms on Ayanda’s face. The men behind him start laughing. 

“I guess we owe you. Now you have to come over for a braai.’ 

“Must we bring our own meat?” 

A roar of laughter erupts from Ayanda’s men. For all the sorrow they face each day, they 
keep their spirits high. They'll make excellent friends. 

“How is the old man?” 

“You'll have to ask Matthew. They’re probably sitting at a table discussing politics 
somewhere. Hopefully, the old man received new lips when he arrived. I pity Matthew if 
that’s the case, though.” 

Phillip smiles and nods. Reinhardt will be missed. They will honour him at their next 
gathering. 

He glances at the throne. The woman. The striking blonde. She’s not there any more. 

Phillip nods towards the throne. 

“You see the blonde at Abel’s side?” 

Ayanda nods. 

“We did. Earlier. She must have jumped. The queen consort has no right to this throne, 
even if the prince is dead. Besides, she'll probably find it impossible to rule over this lot. 
There’s a bloodlust in these ordinary folks that even hardy criminals will find hard to 
stomach.” 

Phillip purses his lips and frowns, pondering Ayanda’s words. They’re deeply disturbing, 
yet utterly true. There’s something about allowing a trickle of evil to run. It corrodes the 
walls of morality at a rapid pace, leaving a valley flooded in blood. However, Phillip has 
noticed that wickedness is hardly ever meted out in large quantities. It takes a little leaven to 
leaven a lump. Permeation takes a while, but once evil has taken hold, it’s impossible to rout it 
out without violence. 

“We'll be in touch, Phillip, but for now we'll say goodbye, and God speed.” 


Phillip sticks out an arm towards Ayanda, and the men shake hands, nodding at each 


other. Ayanda turns around, barks one of his strange commands, and the troop of men 
disappears into the night. Phillip knows they'll probably be close by when the Seaviews crew 


starts their journey back home. But now it'll be a comforting thought, not a fearful one. 


Some comfort 


Lunga, now on his knees, hugs the two children, allowing them to soil his jacket with their 
snot and tears, forming a bond between the three that would not be broken until death. 

Bella sits on the ground against the corrugated wall, not far from Lunga, fighting back 
tears, to no avail. 

Phillip glances towards Bella, his heart melting at the sight, knowing she had suffered the 
loss of a man she would not soon forget, despite what he may have become and despite why, 
which is still a mystery to most of the men. 

Phillip leaves Lunga and his new kids and Bella, but calls the rest of the crew into a circle. 
They lost two more good men at the hands of the painted faces, one of whom was the closest 
thing to a friend Phillip had ever had. Phillip commands the men to drop their heads for a 
moment of silence. A wave of snorts and sniffs flows through the men as the gravity of the 
loss and the gravity of their salvation, clear in the strange quiet surrounding them, rise to the 
surface. They’re grateful. Perhaps this is what it takes to be more like the talkers. Perhaps now 
they'll enter each new day with hope. 

Phillip opens his eyes and looks at the sadness overflowing through the men, laced with 
gratitude, no doubt, but with the keen awareness that it could have been any one of them 
today. 

Okay, old boy, it’s time to lead them home. The most difficult part is over. The way home 
should be a cake walk. 

Don’t get cocky, Phillip. If it weren’t for the Deus Ex Machina Ayanda and his men pulled 
off, your body would be lying in the dirt, where your feet now firmly stand. 

“All right, time to head back.” 

He steps away from the circle, picks up his panga, and steps to where Bella is sitting. He 
plops down next to her and lets out a long sigh, the only thing missing an ice-cold beer, he 
thinks. But that might seem celebratory. Not the right thing. But despite the loss of loved 
ones, Phillip does not feel like dumping ash on his head and tearing his clothes. The sorrow 
everyone feels, especially Bella, is offset by the sweet taste of victory. 


Not only did they succeed in rescuing the compound’s beloved daughter, but they also 


managed to form new bonds with people they would never have thought to approach of their 
own volition. And they’re rid of the scourge that was Abel, who'd have cost the Seaviews 
compound—the whole of Jeffreys Bay, or even wider—many more headaches. 

Perhaps Abel knew he wouldn’t live past the momentous meeting he’d meticulously 
planned. Maybe he didn’t. The man was possessed; whether by an ideology or a demon, 
Phillip wasn’t sure, but his type hardly ever sees redemption. They reach a watershed 
moment in their lives and set their course, like a Pharaoh hell-bent on proving to the 
Israelites who the boss is, to his own detriment. 

“I’m sorry.” 

He stretches out a hand and takes Bella’s, putting it to his lips and kissing it tenderly 
before letting go. 

Bella’s sniffing turns into a silent weep, her face contorted with pain. 

“It’s my fault. I should have tried harder,” she manages to squeeze through fits of sobbing. 

Phillip rests a hand on her shoulder, gently squeezing. He knows there’s no point in 
arguing, no matter how wrong she is. Sometimes life just needs to keep happening for 
humans to see their own obtuseness. No amount of counselling can change a stubborn heart. 
Matthew had to learn that the hard way, and he paid a dear price. But it’s okay. Matthew is 
happier now than even Bella could make him. 

Time heals, and time reveals, Dave Webster, an old friend now long gone, once taught 
him. Bella will forget, and Bella will heal. He wants to say this to her, but he keeps quiet. 

“We must leave,” he eventually says, and he lifts himself up from the corrugated wall. He 
turns to Bella and sticks out a hand. She grabs it, and he pulls her up into a deep embrace. 
The tears start afresh, and Phillip can’t help but open up his emotions too, allowing a few of 
his tears to roll into Bella’s hair. 

Phillip pulls away from Bella and turns around to address the men. 

“Get your weapons,” he commands. 

He waves a hand at the bodies of the painted faces, disdain in his voice, “and help 
yourselves to anything else of value.” 

Phillip steps towards two bodies, bends down, picks up two pangas lying beside them, 
steps back to Bella, and hands her one. 

“We're not home yet,” he says, as if Bella has any misgivings, as if she might be mistaking 
this hell-hole for the safety offered by her own compound. 


The other men scavenge the painted faces, happy to find more pangas. 


Phillip calls to Lunga, whose heart is now knit to his two new children. The man gets up 
from his hunched position, a child’s hand in each of his own. When he’s up, he gently tells the 
children to wait while he speaks to Phillip and that they shouldn’t worry; he’s not going 
anywhere. A natural father, if ever there was one. 

Phillip smiles at Lunga and his new kids. A black father with two white kids. There’s a 
sight for a new Africa, thinks Phillip. 

When Phillip and Lunga have conferred, the Seaviews crew make their way out of the 
quiet arena, the blazing inferno behind them giving them enough light to not require torches. 
There are no Edenglen people around. The threat of talkers so easily entering their 
compound and wreaking havoc they can only dream of doing will keep the mood distilled for 
at least a few weeks. Who knows? Perhaps they find a leader who wants to reform. Miracles 


happen. 


Going back 


Bella has taken over parental duties from Lunga, walking along with the two kids by her side. 
Lunga, taking up a position near his leader, keeps an eye on his new family, a mother 
dikkoppie, ensuring her children are safe. 

The tired Seaviews crew create their two-line formation and amble out of the arena, Bella 
in the middle with the two children, her naturally compassionate interactions with them 
sweeping her sorrow aside for the moment, the children in love with this charming girl, no 
doubt a far cry from what they were used to at Edenglen. 

Phillip glances back at Bella. He smiles at the motherly tenderness radiating from her. She 
will return in one piece. Phillip is making sure of that. Her heart is in pieces, but that he can 
live with. 

Losing friends on this mission is an emotional rollercoaster that even Phillip finds hard 
to stomach. Losing the respect and friendship of Jack, a man who, despite his cold, seemingly 
calculating political outlook on most things, has all of Phillip’s respect, is not something 
Phillip wishes. 

You've got this, old boy. This is the easy part. Just get her home. 
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Monday, 11 April, 2022 


Arriving home 


I. noon when the team reaches Seaviews. A windless day transitions into a windless 


evening. The travel back was quick, without major hiccups. When the globe is overrun by 
bloodthirsty monsters, being attacked by one or two of those monsters constitutes at most a 
slight irritation. By modern-day standards, a quiet journey, one the group is thankful for. 
They even returned to the spot where they had dropped their backpacks to find them all still 
there, intact and unmoved. 

Exhaustion had set in long ago, and what drove them the last few kilometres was the 
knowledge of good food (the taste of dog pellets still lingering on their palettes) and safety. 
For most. For Bella, a period of mourning awaited. For the kids, a life of love and the closest 
they'll get to post-apocalyptic comfort. 

The crew huddles in front of the grate on the outside of the pipe leading into the 
compound, eager to get through, while Phillip removes the keys from his backpack and 
works at the four locks. When all four are open, he swings open the gate, ducks into the pipe, 
and makes his way to the other side, where he opens the inner gate, before returning to the 
outside to coax the others to enter into their rest, good and faithful servants. 

When everyone’s through, Phillip swings the gate closed, a sigh leaving him as he does—a 
sigh of sorrow but relief too. He’s closing the door to a long, sad chapter that has left an 
imprint on his life that will be tangible for a while. Joy will return. When the Book of Life, a 
different story for each person, never reveals, nor will it ever. 


One of the compound children, running around inside the compound, playing her heart 


out, had heard voices on the other side of the wall and recognised them as their own. She 
went running to the meeting hall. It wasn’t long before a throng of people were standing at 
the other side of the pipe, shouting greetings to their returning comrades, some wives already 
making love to husbands eager to spend a night under warm blankets with a warm, familiar 
body. 

The crew makes their way through the pipe into tear-filled embraces. Phillip immediately 
seeks out the loved ones whose men didn’t return and stabs them with the news. It hurts him, 
but he’s realised that with humans, a quick cut that opens the wound to let the blood flow 
might hurt like hell at first but heal quicker. His unsavoury job done, he makes his way to 
where a smiling Wynand stands, leans in, and hugs him, letting out a long sigh over Wynand’s 
shoulder. 

Every single one of the compound members grabs Bella and hugs her. Tears flow. Kisses 
abound. The compound chef, Jaycee, hastes himself to the communal kitchen. He knows 
Bella’s favourite dish, and he knows the rescue team will wolf down whatever he whips up. 
He'll make it a meal they won't forget. 

Jack is nowhere to be seen. 

Bella, exhausted by the ordeal, makes her way to the meeting hall. If her father isn’t here 
to greet her, why should she go to him directly? She’s hungry. Hasn’t had anything decent to 
eat for days. That Edenglen monster’s idea of feeding her included dropping pieces of dry 
bread on the floor in the room where she was kept, like she was a duck in a pond. 

She'll deal with her father later. Why is he not here to welcome her back? Why would he 
deliberately stay away? Did he not move the earth to get her back? Why the indifference now? 

She doesn’t care. Can’t care, really. Too hungry. Tired. As soon as she’s had something to 


eat, she'll make her way home. She’s hoping it’s to a father who'll be happy to see her. 


A reunion 


She knocks at the door, then opens it furtively. 

“Daddy?” 

Jack is standing behind his desk with his back to her. When she enters, he drops his head 
and starts whimpering. He turns around, steps out from behind the desk, and walks to her, 
his arms open, tears streaming down his face. 

He envelopes her, but she stands stiff as a board, her arms by her side, her head down. 


Jack removes his arms from his daughter and steps back, his hands still on her arms, a 


frown forming on his face. 

“Sweetheart, I’m so happy to see you. I was so worried. I thought that... I thought Abel 
had—” 

She cuts his words short. 

“Daddy,’ she says softly, “I need to ask you something.” 

Jack goes cold, the frown intensifying, and asks, “What is it, Bella? What’s wrong? Aren’t 
you glad to see me? I missed you so much.” 

“I’m fine, Daddy. She runs a hand through her hair, wiping the fringe behind her ear, her 
eyes still fixed on Jack’s feet.” 

“I need to know something, Daddy. Did you know—” 

She doesn’t know how to form the words. What if her father didn’t know? What if she 
creates a wound Jack will never be able to heal from? She must ask. She has to know whether 
her father is guilty or not. 

She swallows hard, then says, “did you know—” 

Again, her words stop short. It’s much easier to confront someone when you're 
formulating it in your mind. When the person stands in front of you, cowardice usually 
prevails. 

Tears form in her eyes. What will she do if he’s guilty? She steels herself and blurts out the 
question, her head dropping in defence. 

“Did you know Zoe was Abel’s daughter?” 

Jack’s shoulders sag, a hopeless sigh exiting his system. He steps to his chair, falls into it, 
and rests his head in his hands. Mary’s final words ring in his head. 

Not yours. 

He gets up from his chair, steps towards the white board on the back wall, puts his hands 
on his shoulders, and stares at the blank white space, his back turned to his daughter. 

“I knew she wasn’t my child,” he replies softly. “Your mother’s last words were a 
confession, but she couldn’t finish it. She fell asleep before the truth came out. I didn’t know 
Abel was the father.” 

Jack’s head crashes inside his skull. 

“Even though I knew your sister wasn’t my daughter, I didn’t want to tell you because I 
didn’t want you to think less of your mother or not see Zoe as your sister, which she was.” 

“Of course she was, dad,” says Bella, wiping at the wetness on her cheeks. “Why would I 


have doubted that? And why would I have thought less of Mom? You weren't exactly the best 


husband, at times.” 

She knows her words sting, but she doesn’t care. Or possibly she does care, but fatigue is 
causing her to act like a brat. She’s never disrespected her father because, truth be told, he 
hardly ever did anything deserving of disrespect. Even keeping the information about her 
mother from her, he’d done out of nobility, out of caring for the woman who betrayed him. 

“Daddy, Abel said Matthew led Zoe out.” 

Her words are hardly cold before Jack asks, “Is Matthew back?” 

Too quick, Jackie-boy; too eager. Take it easy. You don’t want her to find out more. 

Bella starts whimpering. She folds her arms together, her shoulders slumping. The 
whimper turns into a low bawl. She’s trying to keep her emotions under control, but the 
truth is, she has missed Matthew since the day he turned her away. She now knows why, and 
she wishes he’d told her what the problem was. She’d have spoken to her dad. Instead, she 
was left in misery, missing the man of her dreams, even though she constantly saw him and 
watched him implode, carrying a weight his friendly, happy-go-lucky disposition was not 
built to handle. The lack of a proper last goodbye makes the ordeal even harder. Did he know, 
at the end, that she never stopped loving him? 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.’ 

Jack’s heart melts at Bella’s tears. He’s relieved Matthew isn’t back. It’s best for the 
compound. Besides, it’s one of the conditions for her return, and it’s a trade Jack gladly made. 
But he hates seeing his daughter distressed. 

It'll be a while before she’s her old self, Jackie. Just gotta be patient. This, too, shall pass. 

“It’s been a long few days, Bella. It’s a lot to take in. You need rest. Go clean up and get 
into bed.” 

“Did you love her, Daddy?” 

Jack sighs and drops his head. He’s fighting back tears when he replies, “As much as I love 
you, even after your mother’s confession. She was my daughter, Bella, as much as you are.’ 

“I’m not talking about Zoe, daddy.” 

“I see,” replies Jack, and he frowns. “My sweetheart, I loved your mother more than 
anything. I messed up in our marriage, and today I still carry with me the regrets I can do 
nothing about. But I focus on the forgiveness we gave each other. I have memories of your 
mother that no one can take away. Precious memories. And I have the confidence of knowing 
I'll be with her again.” 


Anger rises in her as she pieces together a scenario. Something dawns on her. Some 


distant thought rushes to the front of her mind and grabs her brain, like someone shaking a 
drunk friend in the hopes of getting them to sober up. 

“Daddy, did you know Matthew let Zoe out? Did you strike a deal with Abel? To get me 
back? Did you promise Abel Matthew in return for me?” 

Her quivering voice rises, anger pushing up her throat. The frustration that started 
growing the night she threw the ring at Matthew finally comes to a boil and shoots from her 
like a steamer pot. 

Jack, numb from the confrontation, opens his mouth, but words don’t come. What will he 
say? Would he lie to her? Technically, he didn’t orchestrate anything with Abel. There was no 
guarantee that Jack would send Matthew. But Abel must have known how much Jack loves 
Bella; otherwise, he wouldn't have taken such a bold chance. He knew Jack would send 
Matthew. Even Jack, the logical, cool-headed, calm, collected life-winner, had a weak spot. 

Jack doesn’t say a word; he simply drops his head and clamps his mouth shut. This too 
shall pass, Jackie-boy. Keep your mouth shut. She can’t stay angry forever. She seems to be 
unravelling the whole thing in her mind. Let her do it. Let the truth reveal itself to her, rising 
like an early morning sun, but let her do it by herself. 

Bella turns and runs out the door. Jack doesn’t call. He watches her disappear towards the 
tennis courts. It’s her alone place. 

Everybody in the compound knows that this is where she goes to be alone. She knows no 


one will bother her. She'll have time to think. 
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Thursday, 5 May, 2022 


Figured out 


Bar pulls up her legs, resting her chin on a knee. She runs the palm of one hand gently 


over the lawn, the smell of freshly cut kikuyu soothing her troubled mind. 

It’s been almost a month since the nightmare she’d endured at the hands of Abel, and still 
the thought of her father exchanging one human for another causes her to shiver. 

She finds it hard to connect with compound members since she’s been back, spending 
much of her time here on the lawn, skirting the tennis court, which, mysteriously, seems to 
remain freshly cut. 

Compound members mistake her aloofness for post-traumatic stress, so they leave her 
be. Even Wynand, who would have called her in for counselling by now, leaves her alone. 

The idea that her father may have exchanged the life of her husband-to-be for her own 
leaves her more miserable than the knowledge that Matthew will never smile at her again. It 
gnaws at her mind, scratching like a piece of chalk slowly dragged across a blackboard. And if 
it’s true, what Jack had done is tantamount to murder. Can she forgive him for taking 
Matthew away from her? She will, eventually. What she doesn’t want is for her father to be 
found guilty of bloodshed, not under his own rigid rules. 

If Jack is found to be a murderer, they'll deal with him quickly. There will be no mercy. 

You have to speak to Wynand or Phillip, Bella. Compound rule. You can’t withhold 
information of this magnitude from the leaders. If they find out you knew, you'l be in a 
world of trouble. 


But would you betray your father? Would you turn against the man who loves you more 


than life? 

A shuffling sound on the lawn behind Bella rips her from her deep thoughts. It’s a little 
girl. Emily. She was one of Zoe’s best friends. 

Emily smiles shyly when Bella looks at her, a little girl caught out in the act of wanting to 
jump someone with a surprise. 

Emily’s blonde locks lay wildly layered across her head, some strands dangling in front of 
her striking blue eyes. Her yellow blouson dress is stained with brown spots, something Bella 
is sure will land her in hot water with her mother later. 

Emily edges closer to Bella, holding out her left arm straight, her left hand balled in a fist. 

In a teasing voice, she says, “guess what I found.’ 

Bella smiles. The kids didn’t care about her private space. To them, she was always 
approachable, affable, and always ready to play a game or help with something. 

She swings around on the lawn to face Emily, but doesn’t get up. Instead, she beckons for 
the girl to seat herself on the lawn in front of Bella, an invitation Emily gleefully accepts. 

“Well, Emily, let me guess,’ says Bella, when Emily plonks herself down on the grass. She 
feints confusion, putting a hand to her chin. 

“Could it be a ribbon?” 

“No. Not even close.’ 

She giggles at Bella’s obvious stupidity. Why would it be a ribbon? 

“Could it be a spider?” 

She deepens her voice and raises her eyebrows when she says this, causing Emily to 
laugh. 

“No, silly. I wouldn’t pick up a spider. Ew!” 

Emily wipes a lock out of her face and frowns, the idea of a spider in her hand causing 
her to shiver. 

“Well, what is it, then?” 

Emily flips her fist over and opens her hand. In her palm lies an object Bella immediately 
recognises. The vision of it freezes her heart. She’d seen this object adorn a specific neck long 
before she was kidnapped. 

Bella clears her throat, tempering the excitement rising in her. It could be nothing, Bella. 
He could have lost it anywhere. 

“Where did you get that, Emily?” 

“T picked it up by the wall at the back.” 


Bella’s heart races. She must see her father. 

“That is interesting,” she says, before putting on her stern teacher’s voice and asking, 
“Emily, what were you doing at the back wall? You're not supposed to play in the orchard.” 

The orchard does not take up the whole of the back wall. Bella knows this well, but by 
making the claim, she’s doing two things. She makes it easier to take the next step, which 
would be to demand that Emily hand over the item, which Bella now made clear through the 
inference she’d gotten illegally. Emily’s response to her question will also reveal whether she 
did pick up the necklace where Bella hopes she did. 

When Emily’s head drops and the little girl is unable to hide her shame, Bella’s hope rises 
a little more. 

“May I have it?” 

Emily, defeated by this silly grownup, slowly closes her hand into a fist, sticks out the fist 
towards Bella, waits for Bella to open her hand, then drops the necklace into Bella’s palm. 

“Thank you, Emily. That’s the right thing to do. I’m proud of you. Now go along and play. 
I’m sure your friends would love to have you back. And remember, stay away from the 
orchard.” 

Emily, glad she’s not being dragged to her mother, jumps up from her sitting position, 
smiles, turns, and skips away. In her skipping, she turns her head, letting loose the words, “I 
love you, Bella!” 

Bella smiles. 

“Love you too, Ems!” 

When Emily is out of sight, Bella slowly gets up from the lawn, her eyes fixed on the 
necklace, a talisman she dare not lose. 

She starts towards her father’s office, looking up now and then to ensure she doesn’t walk 
into something, like a mobile phone addict who can’t keep their eyes off their phone, even 
when they’re walking down the road. 

When she gets to Jack’s office, she pushes open the door to find Phillip and Stefan 
standing at the board against the wall behind the desk, in deep conversation with Jack, who’s 
drawing lines and writing words on the board as they speak. 

Jack, in a good mood, smiles when he sees Bella. 

“Bella, what a nice surprise,” he says, “come in.” 

Bella steps forward and says, “Daddy, I’m so sorry for having doubted you.” 


Jack steps forward, then looks at the men around him. Phillip clears his throat and says, 


Stef, it’s lunchtime. I think we better go see what Jaycee is planning to torture us with today. 
Stefan laughs, and the two men exit the office, each nodding to Bella as they pass her. 

When Bella and Jack are alone in the office, she steps towards Jack and dangles the 
bracelet in front of Jack’s face. 

Jack frowns, trying to focus on the strange object swinging into his vision. 

“What's that?” 

“Emily found this in the orchard. It was near the wall at the back. Dad, it’s taken me some 
time to put all of this together, but I think I know what happened. It was not Matthew who 
allowed Zoe, or, as Abel put it, led her out. 

“Dylan was Abel’s son, and therefore Zoe’s brother. The one thing Dylan was desperate 
for, and this was obvious in their last living hour, was an obsessive need to be accepted by his 
father. 

“Daddy, this was Dylan’s. Dylan never went into the orchard. But there’s no way for his 
necklace to have ended up there unless he was there himself. I distinctly remember having 
seen Dylan wear this necklace and then, one day, not wearing it anymore. I noticed this 
around the time of Zoe’s death. 

Jack puts his reading glasses on and frowns at the object, stretching out a hand and taking 
hold of the necklace, gently removing it from Bella’s hand, turning the pendant over in his 
hand. 

Bella sniffs, wipes her nose with the back of her hand, and says, “Dylan shouted 
something at me moments before he was killed. I didn’t understand it at the time, but now it 
makes complete sense. He shouted, ‘It and wasn’t Matthew’. Those were his words. I didn’t 
know what to make of it. | was heartbroken, exhausted. Now I know what it means. 

“Daddy, Matthew carried a burden that wasn’t his. He didn’t kill Zoe. He never told me, 
because you told him to break up with me because you were convinced that he’d been guilty 
of causing Zoe’s death.” 

Jack drops his head, unable to hide or run from the truth. She’s a chip off the old block, 
Jackie-boy. Figures things out. Builds a puzzle blindfolded. 

“Bella, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. The decisions I made were in the interest of the 
compound. I—” 

“Daddy,” she interrupts him, dropping her head, “it’s okay.” 

She sighs, saying, “I loved Matthew. And what you did was wrong. But I forgive you. I 


love you. Losing Zoe and Matthew was painful enough. I cannot lose you too. I choose to 


forgive and move on.” 

Jack is speechless, his face showing no emotion, his heart ripped apart by the kindness 
portrayed by his daughter. 

That’s from your wife’s side, Jackie-boy, not you. You can thank God for having granted 
your beloved daughter that part of your wife. You can thank God for all of this. 

Jack gives a wan smile and opens his arms, stepping towards his daughter. Bella rushes 
into them. 

She’d lost much over a short period of time, but she’s not going to lose any more. She'd be 
the picture of forgiveness. Her love would cover a multitude of sins. It would start with her 
father, but it would not end there. She’d chosen to forgive Dylan. And she'll never again leave 
things hanging in the air. She will fight for truth and love tooth and nail, the same way Phillip 
and his men fought to bring her back. 

The future looks bright. The night had been long, and the tears were many, but the sun 


would not shine on her smile yet. Soon. 
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Thursday, 12 January, 2023 


A wedding 


“ | hank you for a lovely day, my sweetheart.’ 


She leans in and gently plants a kiss on his temple. He closes his eyes and smiles. It’s a 
dream come true, calling her his wife. It had not been an easy road. Her mourning for 
Matthew lasted a long time, and he respected it, patiently waiting, always there for her, but 
not forcing her. 

The fruit of the tree of patience he planted now leaves a sweet taste on his tongue, and he 
looks forward to eating from this tree for many decades to come. 

I'll always love you, Matthew, but I found love, and I know you'd want me to be happy. 
He’s a fantastic man. Daddy loves him too. I know we'll be happy for many years. Perhaps one 
day the three of us will sit down and discuss everything that happened on this side of death. 


It'll be a good day, but for now, I have to say goodbye. 
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Saturday, 6 February, 2027 


The beach 


M atthew, Zoe, come eat something!” 


Bella opens the container and removes four sandwiches, placing one on each of the four 
plates. 

William smiles at her, then leans over and kisses her on the lips. 

When Matthew and Zoe arrive, they giggle and make kissing sounds. Matthew says, “Ew, 
mommy, daddy, don’t do that!” 

Bella and William break out in laughter. William grabs Zoe, and Bella grabs Matthew, 
pulling them in and kissing them all over their heads and necks. The four giggle. 

“What a day,’ says William. “Let’s say grace.” 

Matthew and Zoe plop down on the blanket, with Matthew digging his toes into the 
sand. They close their eyes, and William rattles off a quick prayer, aware of the hunger eating 
at all of their stomachs. 

When they open their eyes, they spot Phillip, strolling near the rocks, hand in hand with 
the striking new blonde that seemingly entered his life out of the blue. Sandy, he introduced 
her, his eyes going all puppy when he did, his voice lilting her name off his tongue. She’s 
much younger than Phillip, but love transcends age, my friend Phillip would say before 
winking at her. 

The family waves at them, and they wave back. 

Matthew jumps up and shouts, “Uncle Phillip!” 

He runs towards the tall man and embraces his leg. Phillip and Sandy laugh, and Phillip 


launches Matthew into the air, causing Matthew to screech with delight. 

Phillip puts Matthew down, waves at William and his family again, and takes Sandy’s 
hand, the two of them continuing their slow-paced walk filled with conversation to nowhere 
in particular. Bella is sure Phillip is explaining the intricacies of taking the perfect picture, 
something Phillip is a master at. 

“Phillip looks happy.” 

“He does.” 

“That’s because he’s not married yet. Wait until that happens, old boy, then everything 
changes.” 

Bella leans over towards William and slaps his leg. He rubs the spot where she struck him 
before breaking out into laughter. 

“We're having dinner at your dad’s tonight, right?” 

“Yes. He looks forward to seeing the kids.’ 

“I know. He’s lonesome.” 

“You think so? I think the town’s issues keep him too occupied to worry about finding 
love.” 

“Perhaps. But it would be good to see him meet someone. Things are pretty stable right 
now, wouldn't you say?” 

“Yes, 

Bella smiles at her husband. Things are more than stable. They’re far better than they've 
been in a long time. She hopes it stays that way. She’s happy. 


